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This research sought to answer the question: What can the public theology of Allan 
Boesak regarding the public role of churches in society contribute to the debate on 
decolonisation in South Africa? In other words, this research sought to contribute to 
research on the role of churches in society in the context of decolonisation, through 
engaging with Boesak’s public theology, particularly Boesak’s public theology prior to 
1994, and bringing it into conversation with present-day case studies. The first case 
study focuses on issues of economic power and race relations between Indians and 
black-Africans, and the second deals with the unification debate between the Uniting 
Reformed Church of Southern Africa (URCSA) and the Dutch Reformed Church 
(DRC). Boesak’s public theology was studied based on his published works from 
1970 to 1994. These texts were analysed using Critical Discourse Analysis as the 
method, with the concepts of decolonisation and Public theology forming the 
conceptual framework.  
Chapter 2 of this dissertation, which focuses on Boesak’s biography, showed how 
Boesak navigated his life in apartheid South Africa at a personal level. The research 
showed that some of the key influences on Boesak were his mother and the 
challenges faced by the local community wherein he ministered. Boesak’s way of 
doing theology also included how he lived his life and the choices he made. For 
instance, in choosing to identify as black, he not only made a statement about his 
personal identity but also chose to be part of a larger group that shared an 
experience of being oppressed.  
Chapter 3, which focuses on Boesak’s written works, showed Boesak applying these 
lessons from his personal life in his theological thinking when directly confronted the 
forces of the oppressive apartheid government. Boesak’s public theology (pre-1994) 
is best understood as a method. As a method it provides a guide as to how social 
issues and injustices in society can be addressed in such a way that there is justice 
for those who have been wronged. Themes such as reconciliation and non-racialism 
are central to his public theology. Reconciliation for Boesak involves the 
confrontation of evil and righting the wrong. In Boesak’s conception of reconciliation 
the perpetrator has to take responsibility for their actions and repent. Non-racialism 




Non-racialism speaks to what comes into place once the apartheid system has been 
eradicated. The relationship between non-racialism and reconciliation is that 
reconciliation speaks directly to the relationships between humans, whereas non-
racialism seeks to address the systemic issues and redo structures that sought to 
separate people along racial lines.  
Two contemporary case studies were chosen to evaluate what Boesak’s public 
theology can tell us about the role of the church in the debate on decolonisation; this 
is the focus of Chapter 4. The first case study dealt with Malema and the Indian 
question, and was based on Malema’s comments at political rallies leading up to the 
national elections in 2009. The second case study focused on the unification debate 
between Uniting Reformed Church of Southern Africa (URCSA) and the Dutch 
Reformed Church (DRC), and was discussed through writings of Reformed South 
African theologians and synod documents of the DRC. These case studies were 
chosen as they bring attention to the importance of decolonisation as an ongoing 
process. The case studies relate in particular to issues of decolonisation of race 
relations and of inherited institutions. The two case studies highlighted the aspects of 
Boesak’s public theology that speak to contemporary challenges, and show that his 
public theology can be used to understand and address issues faced by present-day 
South African society. In relation to both case studies, thinking of reconciliation, as 
conceived by Boesak, brought forth the need for repentance and justice. The church 
as a local organisation then has a responsibility to speak against injustices and help 
communities to reconcile, this role ascribed to it by the gospel it preaches and 
teaches. However, Boesak’s written works warn churches against rushing too quickly 
to reconciliation without first addressing the issues of justice and accountability. In 
the context of decolonisation in South Africa, this means that the churches would 
have to acknowledge their own colonial past, and guard against solutions that would 
derail the decolonisation process. 
The broader implication of this research, from the perspective of decolonisation, is 
the need to study the works of local theologians as sites of knowledge. Thus, local 
theologians are to be read and engaged as theorists. Their lived experiences and 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1 Introduction 
The story of the church (or churches) in South Africa is punctuated by ministers 
whose ministry transcended the confines of church buildings and the local 
communities in which they are located. Over time, different ministers have been 
politically active in their local communities (see Calata & Calata, 2018; Jones, 2008).  
Allan Aubrey Boesak’s story, as a minister, theologian and political activist, is part of 
a long tradition of the church in South Africa. Boesak’s participation in the struggle 
against apartheid saw him rise from local minister and university chaplain to struggle 
hero, preaching the gospel to communities whose lives were continually disrupted 
(and sometimes uprooted) by the unjust policies of apartheid. He was challenged by 
his local congregation to help them discern what God had to say about the injustices 
of the apartheid system.  
The encounter that Boesak maintains challenged him to think about his role as a 
minister in relation to the local community where his church was located occurred 
when he was asked by a congregant what God had to say about these injustices 
(Maluleke, 2016; Boesak, 2009). This is not to suggest that Boesak was not involved 
in the lives of people in the community before this, but this encounter asked that 
Boesak turn his attention specifically to the cause of the injustice. He was a young 
minister in Paarl at the time.  
The encounter may be seen in two ways: 1) at a micro level as an encounter 
between two people, and 2) at a macro level as an encounter between a local 
community and a national institution with a branch located in that community. This 
encounter required that Boesak re-evaluate his role as a minister and the role of the 
church in the community. There were various ways for Boesak (and the church) to 
do this; public theology is one of those ways. 
The primary focus of this study is on public theology as it is articulated in the work of 
Boesak, and what it can or cannot contribute to the decolonisation debate in South 
Africa today. The task is approached specifically through asking questions about the 
role of the church in society as Boesak understood it. It could be argued that the 




Koopman (2003, p. 3) speaks of the church’s public theology as manifesting itself in 
two ways, 1) through its worship and sacraments, and 2) by theologically engaging in 
the issues faced by society. The first form of public theology is implicit, while the 
second form is more explicit. The challenge to Boesak about what God had to say 
about the injustices of apartheid took place in the context of the first form of public 
theology – a Sunday morning worship service where Boesak had preached. The 
analysis of this research will focus on the relationship between the two forms of 
public theology in the work of Boesak, to produce a framework of Boesak’s public 
theology. This research will look at the work of Allan Boesak from 1970 to 1994, 
firstly to determine what kind of public theology is articulated in Boesak’s written 
works, and secondly to evaluate what, if anything, it has to contribute to the current 
debate on decolonisation in South Africa. The chosen period was a time when 
Boesak, together with other religious leaders, were at the forefront of the struggle 
against apartheid. After 1994 the landscape in South African politics changed 
(Maluleke, 2016, p. 62). The choice not to include Boesak’s post-1994 work narrows 
down the scope of this study to Boesak’s work in a particular moment in history and 
brings to focus the way in which his pre-1994 work speaks to the current moment in 
the history of democratic South Africa. Boesak has continued to write and publish 
after 1994 but due to the reasons stated above his newer work is not the focus of 
this study. 
This chapter is introductory in nature. It reviews existing literature and research on 
Allan Boesak and his ideas as well as recent research that involves decolonisation in 
the discipline of theology in South Africa, in order to locate this research project in 
the field. The chapter introduces the research question, the conceptual framework 
and the methodology used, identifies the limitations of this study; and provides an 
outline of the whole dissertation. 
 
1.2. Literature review  
This literature review is divided into three sections. The first section introduces 
existing research on Boesak, on his work, and on the context in which he worked 




The second section engages with a review of the current debate on the 
decolonisation of theology in South Africa. The third section identifies the gap that 
this study aims to contribute towards filling. The function of this literature review is to 
locate this study in the broader context of research that has already been done on 
the work of Boesak and on the theological decolonisation debate in South Africa.  
 
1.2.1. Research on Boesak and his work 
Magezi (2018, p. 6 of 9) makes the comment “The pastor is a public figure in the 
community”. I would argue that this is how we should view Boesak in addition to 
seeing him as a national struggle hero and theologian with a global influence. 
Maluleke (2016, p. 61) in his article The making of Allan Boesak: Theologian and 
political activist argues that to understand Boesak one needs to understand that he 
is a man of faith, Reformed faith to be specific, and it is through this faith that Boesak 
as a young minister tried to make sense of the world. A similar message is conveyed 
by the editors of the book Prophet from the South: Essays in honour of Allan Aubrey 
Boesak. They open their introduction to the book with a verse from the bible, 
reflecting Boesak’s roots as a Reformed theologian (Dibeela, Lenka-Bula, & Vellem, 
2014, p. 1). As they put it “Boesak’s theology has been anchored in a deep 
understanding and interpretation of the Bible” (Dibeela, Lenka-Bula, & Vellem, 2014, 
p. 1). Dibeela, Lenka-Bula and Vellem (2014, p. 1) write that Boesak’s primary 
vocation is ministry and being a public theologian. Texts such as these draw 
attention to how we are to understand and interpret the public image and work of 
Boesak. This a reminder that among all the other roles that define Boesak we need 
to understand him first and foremost as a man of faith (Maluleke 2016, p.62). 
Scholars, such as, Maluleke (2016), Smith (2014) and Van Wyk (2003), have written 
on Boesak’s theology. This research presents us with a mosaic of Boesak’s thinking 
as preacher, black and Reformed public theologian and political activist. As Cloete 
(2016, p. 38) writes, ”Boesak’s engagement with the spiritual foundations of Black 
liberation philosophy-theology, no doubt, represents an important step toward an 
epistemological break with the ‘hegemony of white philosophy’”. Wessels (2017) has 
written on Boesak as a preacher, one who is concerned with preaching truth to 




theme in Boesak’s work. Smith (2014, p.16) is of the view that Boesak’s doctoral 
thesis was a study of power. It is not just power that Boesak is interested in: with the 
question of power comes the question of powerlessness. Headley and Kobe (2017, 
p. 1 of 11) describe Boesak as being consistent throughout his career in his theology 
of reconciliation: God is on the side of the oppressed and the poor. Boesak's 
understanding of reconciliation is thus similar to Botman’s who argues that “religious 
notions of reconciliation expect from perpetrators an ethical commitment to making 
redress, restitution and reparation" (Botman, 1999, p. 130). This understanding of 
reconciliation is important as reconciliation is a recurring theme in the work of 
Boesak. Overall, the scholars who have written on Boesak’s theology have 
recognized Boesak’s willingness to engage with theologies outside the Reformed 
tradition, such as Black theology and liberation theology and drawn attention to 
consistent themes in his theology – such as reconciliation – being closely linked to 
the context in which he lives and ministers. 
Boesak’s calling as a minister and his faith influenced how he participated in the 
struggle against apartheid. Pillay (2017), in an article on the relationship between 
different Reformed churches in South Africa, writes about Boesak’s contribution as a 
Reformed theologian and scholar and describes how Boesak used his position and 
contacts to put pressure on the apartheid government. He goes on to discuss 
Boesak’s ability to navigate working towards a common goal with non-religious 
organisations and with representatives of other faiths. For Botha (2018), Boesak 
represents an organic intellectual because of his academic excellence and 
grassroots connectedness. In this manner scholars have paid attention to Boesak 
having many talents that he used to the benefit of the struggle, such as the ability to 
act as mediator.  
The Reformed tradition shaped Boesak's faith at an early age. Thus it is no surprise 
that Reformed theology features strongly in his theology, and this is often 
commented on by those who have written about Boesak, as already alluded to 
above. Boesak’s commitment and devotion to Reformed theology is lauded by Pillay 
(2017, p. 1-2) who writes that “his devotion and commitment to Reformed theology, 
beliefs and practices, no doubt shines through in his sermons, academic 




Reformed theologian Boesak was not without his critics. Van Wyk (2003, p. 386) 
makes the observation that while Boesak was lauded by black theologians, white 
theologians questioned how Reformed he really was. He goes on to make the 
argument that Boesak’s theological struggle against apartheid was based on his 
anthropology, which stood in direct contrast to the theology of apartheid (Van Wyk, 
2003, p. 390). Under apartheid people were defined by how they looked rather than 
as people created in the image and likeness of God whereas for Boesak people’s 
humanity was defined by the humanity of Christ and realised through love and justice 
(Van Wyk, 2003, p. 391). 
Boesak is to be read in the context of history. Motlhabi (2009, p. 163) locates Boesak 
in the history of South African Black theology as part of the second generation of 
Black theologians, and according to Kee (2006, p. 79) “the second wave of black 
theology is best represented in the work of Allan Boesak”. This can be read as a 
recognition of Boesak’s influence as a theologian and his work as one of the leaders 
of the anti-apartheid movement. While this is a recognition of the impact of Boesak’s 
contribution to the struggle and theology, he remains an influential voice in twenty-
first-century South Africa as a theologian and political activist (Maluleke 2016, p. 62). 
This is evidenced by the evolution of his theologising. Landman (2017) argues that 
the focus of Boesak’s writings expanded over time and writes specifically about 
Boesak’s contribution to the liberation of women in South Africa. Landman’s 
argument is significant as it brings attention to the fact that – while Boesak in his 
earlier work seems silent on the issue of women – his later work speaks explicitly 
about the role of women (i.e. Die Vlug van Gods Verbeelding, 2005). In his article In 
Search of our Human Face, Boesak (2020, p. 8 of 10) himself too speaks of the 
intersectionality of gender, spirituality and economics, which are all issues of concern 
for a pastor and Christian churches. The recognition of Boesak’s contribution and his 
continued engagement with contemporary issues can be read as a reflection of his 
commitment to justice. 
This section of the literature review highlighted how scholars portray Boesak: as a 
theologian and political activist with much influence in the church and in politics. The 




inspired by the lived experiences of the people. For Boesak, theology influences life 
and life influences theology. 
 
1.2.2. Recent theological debate on decolonisation in South Africa 
The debate on decolonisation in South Africa occurs on various levels. The Fees 
Must Fall movement, which started in late 2015, brought this debate back onto the 
mainstream agenda. In the church the debate takes on a different cloak but faces 
similar struggles most institutions face with regards to decolonisation. In this review 
consideration of the debate on decolonisation is largely limited to the debate on 
decolonisation from the perspective of theology because this study is located in the 
field of theology and, more specifically, focused on the role of the church in society.        
Francis and Hardman (2018) – in the article #Rhodesmustfall: Using social media to 
“decolonise” learning spaces – come to the conclusion that social media 
gives each student/user an equal opportunity to produce knowledge, learn 
and expose other users and learners to new and different epistemologies and 
experiences that they may not be exposed to without this medium. The ability 
for multiple epistemologies to exist within the social media learning spaces 
might give us further insight for how this can be made possible in formal 
courses at our universities (Francis and Hardman 2018, p. 78-79).  
Francis and Hardman’s comment points to how social media redistributes power and 
provides an example of what is possible when power is shared more equitably. The 
call for attention to multiple epistemologies is echoed by Hlalele (2019), who shows 
how drawing on people’s indigenous knowledge in Zimbabwe helped in malaria 
awareness programs and how in some instances traditional medicine was used as a 
remedy for malaria (Hlalele 2019: 89). As another example, in West Africa primary 
education was improved by the use of the local language as a means of instruction 
(Hlalele, 2019, p. 89). Francis and Hardman, together with Hlalele, provide us with 
examples of what is possible if we dare to do things differently by respecting different 
knowledge systems and meeting people where they are to solve their problems. 
Respect for different ways of knowing is something that is also reflected in Boesak’s 
upbringing from an early age, as will be discussed in chapter 2. While the aim of this 




moments in the story of Boesak and others allows us to recognize that there are 
different epistemologies.  
It is characteristic of the theological debate on decolonisation that different widely 
used notions – such as God, development or reconciliation – are questioned. As will 
become obvious in chapter 3, Boesak too is known for questioning the status quo, 
which comes to focus when reading his work through a decolonisation lens. Magezi 
(2018, p 4 of 6) writes of a postcolonising theology of God, which questions 
conceptualisations of God. Du Toit (2018, p. 25-26), in an article on decolonising 
development, draws attention to questions regarding eurocentric views dominating 
the decolonisation discourse and to the critique that post-colonial debates in Black 
theology can sometimes be overly philosophical losing sight of the issues faced by 
communities. She also raises the question of whose voice is being listened to in the 
development discussion. Du Toit thus cautions us to the fact that just as accepted 
ideas, theologies or doctrines are questioned, so also approaches and methods 
need to be questioned. A call for an epistemic shift in theology is echoed by Dreyer 
(2017), this time in the context of research. For Dreyer epistemic justice calls for a 
shift in how research is done. For his part, Thesnaar (2017) questions the relevance 
of reconciliation in South Africa in light of decolonisation. Through raising the 
question, Thesnaar is challenging us to look at the assumptions with which we are 
working when we speak of reconciliation. As he writes:                                                           
The lack of redistributive justice, restitution, deep social polarisation, 
dehumanisation of black people, growing inequality and our inability to 
attempt to resolve these issues, since the transition in 1994, has all but 
exposed and deconstructed all romantic, simplistic, popular or idealistic 
understandings of the concept of reconciliation (Thesnaar 2017, p. 4 of 8).    
Thesnaar, Magezi and Du Toit challenge us to think critically of and question the 
concepts we are working with. As discussed in chapter 3, Boesak often clarifies the 
meaning of the words he uses – even if the meaning is known. 
Churches and theologians at times use a different vocabulary to express end goals 
similar to decolonisation. It is not uncommon to encounter terms such as 
Africanisation, indigenisation, inculturation in the churches and in theological writing 
or discussions. These concepts relate to decolonisation from various aspects. 




resistance to the hegemony of western theologies through inculturation, liberation 
and black and women’s theologies”. Hadebe comes to the conclusion that “African 
theologians have historically challenged this hegemony through their wide range of 
contextual, inculturation, gender and liberation theologies. The decolonial discourses 
strive to do the same in tertiary institutions” (Hadebe, 2017, p. 9 of 11). Vellem’s 
(2015, p. 2 of 6) comment that “Black Theology of liberation is a reflection of faith 
praxis from within the underside of modernity and thus a response to modernity, 
namely the theories of modernity and its assumptions” provides another example of 
a theology that has engaged in a process of decolonisation. Vellem and Hadebe’s 
arguments are a reminder that decolonisation work has been done by African 
theologians also in the past. The meaning and significance of this is well 
summarised by Sakupapa who asks to “what extent African theology embodies a 
decolonisation of western value-setting in Christian theology and epistemologically 
grounds African agency” (Sakupapa, 2018, p. 406). Sakupapa goes on to say that 
before proposing new theologies and ideas of decolonisation, we should begin by 
looking at the ground that has already been covered. 
Moreover, Naidoo (2016), Hadebe (2017) and Tshaka (2010) have written about the 
shortcomings of theological education in South Africa in its present form. According 
to them it falls short of adequately preparing ministers for the challenges of having to 
minister in an African context. It is not enough that ministers are able to read Greek 
and present moral arguments when they do not know what to make of the yoke of 
poverty under which people live. The training of ministers needs to be decolonised 
so that they are able to effectively minister in their local context. Methula (2017, p. 1 
of 7) also writes about theological education. He chooses to use decolonisation, 
liberation and Africanisation as synonyms in this context. In his argument he brings 
up the issue of epistemology. For him “It is imperative for African and Black 
theologies of liberation as decolonial episteme to counter the commodification of 
theological education by appealing to the rich heritage of inculturation, 
indigenisation, decolonisation, contextualisation and liberation” (Methula, 2017, p. 4 
of 7). The decolonisation of theological education in South Africa is a matter that has 
implications for how ministers are trained and how these ministers will minister in 




The debate on decolonisation from the perspective of theology is not new. It not only 
forces us to confront the explicit legacy of colonialism and how clergy are trained. It 
also challenges us to question what may be seen as too sacred to question, such as, 
the concept of God or reconciliation. Most importantly it invites us to question our 
own assumptions.  
 
1.2.3. The gap that this study aims to address 
This research builds on the research that has been done on the work of Boesak and 
on theological research on decolonisation in South Africa, and it addresses his 
possible contribution to thinking about the role of churches in the current context of 
decolonisation in South Africa. In my research into the work done on Boesak, I found 
no contribution that puts Boesak in direct conversation with decolonisation as a 
process or concept. This research brings Boesak’s public theology from the 
apartheid era into conversation with the recent decolonisation debate in South Africa.  
I contribute to the body of research on Boesak by engaging with Boesak as a theorist 
and a producer of knowledge. This is in line with work that has been done on Boesak 
by others who have looked at Boesak’s theology as political theology or public 
theology (Maluleke, 2016; Van Wyk, 2017). Vellem (2017) argues that part of the 
process of unthinking the west lies in how we choose our starting point in the context 
of the knowledge that we use. This research takes to heart Vellem’s proposition that 
there is no need to restate a Black theology of liberation and explain what it is about; 
he is of the view that it is time to engage with it differently. This study does this by 
taking Boesak (and his theology at one point in history) as someone who has 
something to say to the problems of South Africa today.  
This research focuses on reading Boesak’s work from the struggle era in the context 
of the decolonisation of theology in South Africa. While Boesak may not have 
explicitly used the term decolonisation in his work, some of his actions and his 
preaching may be classified as indications of calls for decolonisation in the struggle. 
His way of life is also an indication of decolonisation in action; for example, his self-
identification as black (when the apartheid government classified him as coloured) 




and private act of self-identification as a form of decolonisation, this research will 
contribute to the decolonisation debate in South Africa.  
 
1.3. Research problem, question and objectives 
1.3.1. Research problem 
The struggle against apartheid managed to achieve a change in the political 
dispensation. However, this did not automatically lead to a socio-economic change in 
the lives of the people. The Fees Must Fall movement is a reminder that the struggle 
for liberation did not end with the 1994 elections. The movement also point to the 
need for decolonisation. Institutions and organisations, such as Christian churches 
and institutions of higher education in their current form, were deeply influenced and 
shaped by colonialism and apartheid. 
The legacy of colonialism and apartheid remain ever present in the South African 
society. The church not only has to deal with the immediate issues the local 
community is faced with; in some instances these issues are historical in nature. For 
a local community to be effective in its mission, it will have to look for sources of 
inspiration. The role the churches played during the struggle can be a resource for 
local churches today. 
Within the above context, my original interest was in what it would look like if a local 
church decided to develop a mission and vision that is rooted in liberation theology in 
South Africa today. The decision to study Boesak’s work was influenced by the fact 
that we are concerned with the church at the local level. Often key players in the life 
of the local church community are the ordained ministers, and in this study Boesak 
and his work from the struggle era become an example of what is possible if 
ordained ministers take up the plight of the people and use their platform to fight 





 1.3.2. Research question 
Against the background of work that has been done on the theology of Boesak and 
the theological decolonisation debate in South Africa, this research seeks to look at 
Boesak as a theorist – in other words, as a producer of knowledge. The research 
question for this study is phrased as follows:  
What can the public theology of Allan Boesak regarding the public role of 
churches in society contribute to the debate on decolonisation in South 
Africa?       
      
1.3.3. Research objectives 
The main question will be answered by:  
● examining the historical and theological background of Allan Boesak; 
● examining Allan Boesak’s public theology as it is articulated in his written work 
prior to 1994; 
● applying Allan Boesak’s public theology to current issues that relate to the 
question of decolonisation by means of engaging two case studies: 1) EFF 
leader Julius Malema and the Indian question and 2) the unification debate 
between the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa and the Dutch 
Reformed Church.  
These three objectives are formulated to address various aspects of the research 
question, that together will help me to determine whether Boesak’s public theology 
and his understanding of the role of the church in the public space has something to 
contribute to the current debate on decolonisation in South Africa.  
The time frame (1976-94) covers Boesak’s work as a young theologian, political 
activist and minister upto the time of the first democratic elections in South Africa in 
1994. Boesak points to 1976 as the first time he stood on a public platform and made 
a political speech (Boesak, 2009, p. 8). According to Boesak, being a political activist 




government policies (Boesak 1986(1982): 44). In this we see how his faith informed 
his activism as a political activist, minister and theologian. 1994 saw all South 
Africans participate in the first democratic elections, and what followed these 
elections was the beginning of a new period in the history of the country. It is not that 
Boesak became silent after 1994. While a limitation of this study is that it will focus 
on Boesak’s activity during the struggle against apartheid, this is a conscious choice 
through which two eras are brought into conversation. How Boesak has been 
involved in the building of a democratic South Africa after 1994 theologically and 
politically is a different study for another time. 
Two case studies were chosen as the locus of analysing the relevance of Boesak’s 
public theology in the context of decolonisation. The grounds on which these case 
studies are seen to be about decolonisation is explained in chapter 4.1. The case 
studies deal with issues of identity, racism and reconciliation. These case studies are 
a conscious effort to locate Boesak’s public theology in a specific context of present-
day South Africa. While Boesak’s public theology may be applicable to the chosen 
case studies, there are other case studies where it may not be applicable. This 
research is located in a specific context and does not claim that the findings related 
to Boesak’s public theology would necessarily be universally applicable.  
One aspect of the question of the applicability of Boesak’s public theology is about 
knowledge and agency: What is knowledge and how is it created? This question 
comes up when reading Boesak in the context of decolonisation in South Africa. 
Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2016a) says that when speaking about decolonisation of the 
African university, one set of questions has to be about the epistemology of African 
teachers. In this research I chose to engage Boesak as a theorist, who is both a 
consumer and a producer of knowledge. Boesak is a teacher from whom we can 
learn about the history of the country and how we can use the knowledge put before 
us to do something new. As a consumer of knowledge, Boesak learned what was 
taught to him in his formal and informal education – by his mother during his early 
years, during his school years, and later in his tertiary education. When he began to 
engage in public issues by stepping outside the church (literally and figuratively) to 
engage with the issues that affected people, he was engaged in a process of 




generation must, out of relative obscurity, discover its mission, fulfil it, or betray it”. 
Gordon interprets Fanon’s words as meaning “that the generation who takes on the 
mission of decolonisation is not necessarily best suited for the next stage of 
liberation”. This raises the question whether Boesak can be an important source for 
thinking about decolonisation in the context of theology in South Africa.  
 
1.4. Conceptual framework: Decolonisation and public theology 
The conceptual framework for this study involves two essential concepts: 
decolonisation and public theology. The purpose of this section is to provide an 
introduction to these two theoretical concepts that are used in the study. 
Decolonisation informs the kind of issues that are considered in chapter 4. Public 
theology points to the aspect of Boesak’s theology that I focus on in Boesak’s work. 
   
1.4.1. Decolonisation 
Various scholars have sought to shed light on what decolonisation would mean in 
the South African context. Ndlovu-Gatsheni states the question as follows: “What 
does decolonisation mean in a world in which the very world system remains 
impervious to decolonisation and the global order is resistant to deimperialism?” 
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2016b, p. vii). This is an important part of the debate as it allows 
one to keep track of what has been achieved and what still needs to be achieved. 
For Mbembe (2015) “decolonisation starts with the de-privatization and rehabilitation 
of the public space – the rearrangement of spatial relations…”. For his part, Muller 
(2018, p. 5) suggests that academic fields such as engineering need to be 
decolonised in order to create systems that promote a more just resource allocation. 
From these three scholars, from different fields, we can deduce that decolonisation 
as a theoretical concept has and should have practical implications that result in 
changing the lives of people for the better. The remarks of these scholars point us to 
the ‘how’ of decolonisation. However, we need some kind of definition if we are to 
provide an answer to the research question. Below I prioritise the voices of Ndlovu-




familiarity with the African context, but I also include other voices in order to show 
the different perspectives on decolonisation from a variety of fields. 
Decolonisation is a concept, the definition of which is best described as a working 
definition rather than an authoritative one. Muller (2018, p. 1), writing on the need for 
decolonisation in South Africa, laments that decolonisation is a poorly defined and 
contentious concept. Those advocating for decolonisation must be able to give clarity 
in terms of the terminology used, as this will help people to be informed about how 
actions towards decolonisation are to be interpreted.  
Devenish (2013, p. 309) argues that “decolonisation is a recurring constitutional and 
political theme in the process of change and reform…”. In line with Devenish, 
Mungwini (2016, p. 523) considers decolonisation to be a process. For him it is about 
recentering African liberation in such a way as to allow Africans to understand 
themselves as people in relation to the rest of the world (Mungwini, 2016, p. 523). 
The lesson here is that decolonisation, concerns more than just who is in leadership 
and who is participating, but also concerns issues of epistemology and 'the centre'. 
To illustrate what is meant by the centre, wa Thiong’o shares the following story of 
when he worked in the English department at Nairobi university in Kenya:  
… on 24 October 1968 three African lecturers and researchers at the 
university responded to Dr Stewart’s proposal by calling for the abolition of the 
English department as it was constituted. They questioned the underlying 
assumption that the English tradition and the emergence of the modern west 
were the central root of Kenya’s and Africa’s consciousness and cultural 
heritage (wa Thiong'o, 1987, p. 89).  
Overall, according to the academic discourse on decolonisation, there needs to be a 
recognition that although African states have achieved independence, these states 
“are also the inheritors of imperial institutions, especially in administrative structure 
and education” (Vakunta, 2008, p. 26). Wa Thiong’o’s story about his experience at 
the university is an example of this. According to Ndlovu-Gatsheni the struggle for 
“decolonisation has been gaining new impetus” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2016b, p. x). He 
believes that what happened in South Africa in 1994 was liberation and not 
decolonisation, while for Mignolo (2014) liberation and decolonisation are synonyms. 
Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2016b, p. x) believes that what happened in South Africa is that 




is important for understanding what happened in South Africa in 1994. For Ndolvu-
Gatsheni this is different from decolonisation, which still has to happen. 
Based on the above, one may argue that the process of decolonisation requires that 
the community ask itself the following questions: “…what would be the centre? And 
what would be the periphery, so to speak? How would the centre relate to the 
periphery” (wa Thiong'o, 1987, p. 90)? The case studies chosen for this dissertation 
deal with issues that could be described as remnants of apartheid policy. In the first 
case study, the racial hierarchy created by the apartheid government could be 
thought of as concentric circles. Wa Thiong’o’s questions about the centre and the 
periphery offer us a way to reflect on the relationship between Indians and black-
Africans in its historical context. 
In the second case study on the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa and the 
Dutch Reformed Church, the question is about how those at the centre and those on 
the margins are renegotiating their relationship. This will be discussed in Chapter 4.   
What decolonising means is further illustrated in Ndlovu-Gatsheni’s (2016a) 
juxtaposition of what he calls Africanising and decolonising in the context of 
institutions of higher education and political leadership. What Ndlovu-Gatsheni 
means by Africanising – what he maintains has taken place – is when an institution 
has black leadership and a largely black student population, but the curriculum 
remains unchanged. Ndlovu-Gatsheni’s comments may be specifically about 
educational institutions, but a similar critique could be levelled against the church 
and political institutions that have been inherited from colonialism. For example, 
Boesak commented on the need for white people to give up leadership positions in 
the church, and for black people to take up the responsibility of leading their local 
churches. 
For this reason, we now have to continue to engage in the process of decolonisation, 
which began as far back as 1860s (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2016a). The goal in the 1860s 
was to have universities that were African in content, orientation and philosophical 
education, because anything less than this would lead to alienation. 
Jensen (2007) is of the view that definitions of decolonisation need to encompass, 




that such definitions take into consideration that “imperial power is exercised not only 
by force, but much more effectively by means of imposing discourse that legitimizes 
imperial power” (Jensen, 2007, p. 202). This is a view echoed by Oelofsen, who 
argues that decolonisation needs to take into account:    
…Structures of government and other institutions, the way in which a country 
is economically organised, as well as the way in which former colonial 
subjects were encouraged to think, are often still determined by the former 
colonial powers in post-colonial countries, as a result of the economic and 
cultural power the former colonisers wield. To claim that the colonial project 
stops having an impact on the newly decolonised country and its citizens, is to 
misunderstand how deeply the colonial project affected these countries and 
their citizens. In order to overcome the legacy of colonialism, it is necessary to 
also decolonise the intellectual landscape of the country in question, and, 
ultimately, decolonise the mind of the formerly colonised (Oelofsen, 2015, p. 
131). 
This discourse was shared through education, and other non-violent and non-
political means. Wa Thiong’o‘s, commenting on what he termed “the education of the 
colonial bondsman”, noted that  
the colonial process dislocated the African mind from the place he or she 
already knows to a foreign starting point even with the body still remaining in 
his or her homeland. It is this dislocation that the early proponents of 
decolonisation were looking to prevent (wa Thiong'o, 1987, p. 88).  
This comment seems to confirm the fears of people like Edmund Blyden, who were 
of the view that transplanting western institutions into an African context would lead 
to alienation. What does it mean to break epistemologically from colonial 
epistemology? What then does it mean to decolonise? It is clear in the academic 
discourse that decolonisation is more than a historical moment: it is also a process. 
Wa Said (1971, p. 502) offers a way of looking at decolonisation as the small steps 
that individuals take to reject the powers that be. It is something that needs to 
happen at the individual and societal levels. This is one aspect of the question of 
what Boesak’s public theology can tell us about his understanding of the role of the 
church in the public space. 
A common thread through the discussions of different scholars is their rejection of a 
hegemonic source of knowledge and culture (wa Thiong’o 1987, p. 91; Gordon 2015, 
p. 5). Wa Thiong’o (1987, p. 88) maintains that decolonisation was (and is) about 




the idea that “…the west is the central root of Africa’s consciousness and cultural 
heritage” (wa Thiong'o, 1987, p. 89). For Mignolo (2014, p. 37), decolonisation is 
grounded in the communal and collective self-awareness of decolonial subjects, and 
it cannot be done or observed detached from ‘the who’. Here we have two scholars 
writing from different contexts but sharing a common idea of the complexity of the 
task before communities looking to decolonise. Gordon (2016, p. 128) describes 
decolonisation as a process that “unleashes an array of forces that bring to the 
surface the many double standards of the colonial system and contingency in a 
world that once seemed to be absolute and necessary.” Wa Thiong’o, Mignolo and 
Gordon together offer a picture of the various aspects of society that need to be 
decolonised – the people, how things are judged or viewed, and the social 
institutions. 
Drawing from this discussion, and especially from Ndlovu-Gatsheni and wa 
Thiong’o’s views on decolonisation, this dissertation regards the following ideas as 
important: decolonisation of being, of power, and of knowledge – specifically of 
epistemology. Ndlovu-Gatsheni writes of decolonisation as consisting of decoloniality 
of power, decoloniality of being, and decoloniality of knowledge (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 
2013a).  
 
1.4.2. Public theology 
What makes public theology, 'public' is not just the adjective public. To speak of 
public theology is not nearly as simple as saying that while faith is a private matter, it 
is expressed publicly through worship at a public gathering. This is one form of public 
theology. As mentioned in the introduction, Koopman identifies two forms of public 
theology, which are not mutually exclusive. Koopman (2003, p. 3) believes that there 
are two approaches to public theology, implicit and explicit: the implicit form is the 
public theological nature of congregational practices of worship and sacraments; and 
the more explicit public theology, done with the “aim of addressing issues which 
affect society as a whole” (Koopman, 2003, p. 4). In Boesak as a minister and 
theologian, we see him rise to the challenge of responding to the injustices in society 
as a man of faith by becoming a political activist. Jacobsen (2012) suggests that 




sacred and secular profane. Such a view points to the reality that the people are the 
same even though they move between these different public spaces. This suggests 
that Boesak‘s theology as a political activist outside worship and the sacraments is a 
different form of public theology, yet still connected to the public theology that takes 
place within the Christian church.  
Jacobsen (2012) offers different models if doing and understanding public theology. 
She cautions that the models she offers are not fixed but are rather a way of 
connecting the dots. She puts the models of doing public theology into two 
categories: foundational and action models. These models are 1) Model of 
disclosure: “characterized by defining the public role of theology as a task driven by 
God that reveals Godself to the world” (Jacobsen, 2012, p. 9). 2) Universal model: 
“considers theology as public knowledge for answering existential questions of an 
individual” (Jacobsen, 2012, p. 9). 3) Factual model: in this model the focus is on 
critically analysing how faith is already being made public (Jacobsen, 2012, p. 13). 
These models represent the theoretical foundations of public theology and together 
create the boundary and criteria that I use in chapter 3 to examine Boesak’s public 
theology. 
Much like decolonisation, public theology does not have a definitive definition. The 
definition used in this study will again be a working definition. Smith (2007, p. 443) 
acknowledges that “there exists no single and authoritative meaning of public 
theology and no single normative way of doing public theology”. He goes on to say 
the “church and theology have always been concerned with public life in the vague 
sense of life in general or life in the world” (Smith, 2007, p. 437). A shared concern of 
public theology and the theologians who choose to do it is the interest they 
demonstrate “in the contextuality of their theological task, arguing for the need to be 
attentive to the issues at stake in society; in order to articulate the content specific to 
them in ways relevant to the context” (Jacobsen, 2012, p. 18). For Smith (2007, pp. 
438-439) public theology is a way the church deals with its place in public life, the 
social form of the church, and the role of the church in society. While there are those 
who are of the opinion that the church should not interfere in political matters, 
Jacobsen writes that “the public character of the gospels as a task given by God… 




(Jacobsen, 2012, p. 9). Koopman (2012, p. 3), in his discussion of the theology of 
Etienne De Villiers, describes public theology as “the quest of South African 
churches and theologians to redefine and contextualize the calling and role of 
Christian faith and churches in public life”. One could argue that this means that, 
embedded in public theology, is the idea of churches trying to understand their role 
in society, which this research will touch on explicitly.  
From the above we learn that public theology is concerned with the liberation of 
people. It is the churches trying to understand their role in the public space. The 
church as a global organisation, located in specific local communities, is required by 
public theology to undertake the quest of redefining and contextualising its place in 
society. According to a public theology approach, the theological task of the church 
needs to be contextualised as part of the quest. The challenge then “is to develop a 
public theology that remains based in the particularities of the Christian faith while 
genuinely dealing with issues of public significance” (Thiemann as quoted by 
Jacobsen 2012, p. 20).  
Some argue that public theology should be distinguished from Black theology. 
Koopman (2003, p. 7) suggests that “public theology should be distinguishable from 
liberation, political, black Feminist, African and other particularistic theologies, [in the] 
breadth of agenda and the mode of theology.” For Koopman (2003), this is important 
as public theology in his view needs to be able to transcend the immediate issues 
that it is called upon to address. What is implied by Koopman’s statement is that 
while public theology is contextual, it should not be held hostage by its context. For 
example, while it is possible to speak of Black theology as an umbrella term, it is 
important that we distinguish Black theology in South Africa from Black theology in 
the US. We should be able to speak of public theology in the same way; that is to 
say, public theology moves between being specific, while at the same time 
consisting of universal principles that are applicable in general. Boesak’s Black 
theology between 1970 and 1994, was aimed at the issues of black South Africans, 
both inside and outside the church. Based on Koopman’s view of the two forms of 
public theology, one could argue that Boesak’s Black theology is an explicit form of 
public theology. It bears mentioning that not all Black theology is public theology. 




give a false impression that it brings something new to the public debate that black 
liberation theology has not done yet” (Tshaka, 2014, p. 5 of 6). These critiques of 
public theology, will be used in chapter 3 to evaluate Boesak’s public theology.  
Public theology is not without those who question it. Maluleke’s critique of public 
theology is that it “is trapped in an attempt to universalize concepts, similar to earlier 
forms of theology, and does not take developing world theologies seriously” 
(Maluleke, 2011, p. 79).       
 
1.5. Research design and methodology 
1.5.1. Research design 
This is a textual study. Chapter 2 will draw on academic and newspaper articles 
published on Boesak’s life and his own reflections on his life. Chapter 3 will be an 
examination and analysis of Boesak’s own published work, including speeches, 
sermons, books, academic articles and presentations. The method used to analyse 
Boesak’s work is Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). In Chapter 4, the sources 
include academic and newspaper articles, reports from organisations (such as the 
South African Human Rights Commission) and videos of news interviews. 
Case studies will be used in Chapter 4 as a means of evaluating what Boesak’s 
public theology has to say today in regard to decolonisation, if it has anything to say 
at all. Case studies in this study are considered “as a research process used to 
investigate a phenomenon in its real-world setting” (Putney 2021: 2 of 7). Boesak’s 
public theology was developed as a response and a process of articulating the 
issues of the day while looking for possible solutions to these issues. Just as 
Boesak’s public theology was developed in a particular historical context, the use of 
case studies in chapter 4 ensures that my analysis of the present-day significance of 
Boesak’s work from the apartheid era does not become abstract. The phenomena of 
the two chosen case studies, which will be used to test Boesak’s public theology, 
relate to issues of racism, power and identity. The criteria used to select these case 
studies is influenced by the concepts of decolonisation of power and being, in 




chapter 3, power as a concept is a recurring theme in Boesak’s work. The first case 
study focuses on Julius Malema and the Indian question. Here the complexity of the 
apartheid is brought to the fore. It also gives insight to the complexity of the task 
decolonisation. The second case study on the unification debate between URCSA 
and DRC. It turns our attention to organisational structures that need to be rethought.  
      
1.5.2. Method of analysis: Critical Discourse Analysis 
During the struggle against apartheid in South Africa, practice preceded theory to 
such a degree that the struggle was fought as much in the streets as it was with 
words (Moore 2001, p. 4). Those who had the platform and the skill to speak 
articulated the issues of the day. They did not just state the facts, but used discourse 
and storytelling to communicate their message clearly and effectively. The use of the 
term ‘black’ is an example of how leaders in the struggle used discourse to challenge 
the status quo, as Moore explains: 
black referred not simply to all the victims of racism inclusively... but 
specifically to those... who were engaged personally and directly in the 
liberation struggle. As a result I argued that, black theology had to grow out of 
the liberation struggle and its subjects were the liberation activists (Moore, 
1991, p. 2).   
The story, around the term ‘black’ is part of the story of an oppressed people, who 
chose a term that was used by the apartheid government to tell them that they are 
inferior to tell a different story about who they were, as humans. This is an example 
of an encounter between the discourse put forward by the dominant culture and how 
the marginalised culture put forward their own counter discourse – similar to 
Boesak’s communication vis-à-vis the powers of apartheid. Fairclough (2011:125) 
describes the theoretical position of CDA as the “the dialectical relationships 
between semiosis (including language) and other elements of social practices”. 
These relationships are interconnected and bring people on opposite sides of the 
discourse into conversation. One of the people who was part of the powers of 
apartheid system, was the minister of justice to whom Boesak addressed his letter in 
1982 (Boesak 1986(1982)). Discourse is a tool of communication, and also has 




study is CDA as it allows one “to trace… how discourses are constructed and 
maintained in relation to certain phenomena” (Van Dijk, 2001, p. 352).   
CDA is a variant of discourse analysis (Bryman, 2012, p. 528), and discourse 
analysis as a tool allows us to ascertain “how relevant social issues can be 
addressed in terms of our understanding of the role of discourse in society and 
culture” (Van Dijk, 1985, p. 2). As a method it allows the researcher not only “to 
provide adequate descriptions of text and context. That is, we expect more from 
discourse analysis as the study of real language use, by real speakers in real 
situations, than we expect from the study of abstract syntax or formal semantics” 
(Van Dijk ,1985, p. 2). 
Discourse itself is a form of social practice (Van Dijk, 2013), and it can also be a 
discriminatory practice. It has a mediating function between the mind and social 
practice. Discrimination is learned through public forms of discourse.  
Discourse analysis provides us with rather powerful, while subtle and precise, 
insights to pinpoint the everyday manifestations and displays of social 
problems in communication and interaction. It is here that we witness the 
realization of the macro-sociological patterns that characterize our societies 
(Van Dijk, 1985, p. 7).  
This is echoed by Bryman (2012, p. 537) who writes that “discourses should be 
analysed in relation to social structures, including power relationships that are 
responsible for occasioning them”.  
In this dissertation CDA will be used to examine the discourses that have influenced 
Boesak’s work, how he integrates these influences in his discourse, what his writings 
meant then, and what they could mean today. It will also examine the assumptions 
and implications of Boesak’s discourse. By employing CDA to analyse Boesak’s 
writing, this study hopes to bring to light how Boesak engaged with public issues 
theologically to speak out against injustice then and now.  
Sound application of discourse analysis, according to van Dijk takes “all the relevant 
discursive and contextual parameters into account” (Van Dijk 1985, p. 8) and 
includes the need for “an adequate and critical social analysis of the power 
structures and group or ethnic differences and conflicts involved” (Van Dijk, 1985, p. 




identified him as coloured. The contextual parameter in this instance is race in 
apartheid South Africa. For Boesak to choose how he identifies himself is 
challenging the powers that be in a direct way. In this manner, in this dissertation 
CDA provides insight into how Boesak saw the issues of the day, and how he used 
his role as a minister and a theologian to do his political activism. This is an issue 
that will be explored in depth in chapters 2 and 3. Boesak as a subject is also a 
person who has agency and power. 
The chosen method will also give insight into how Boesak’s faith shaped how he 
chose to engage with the dominant discourse through a counter-discourse. The 
issues to be analysed are determined by the key themes of Boesak’s theology. 
  
1.6. Limitations of this study 
The first limitation imposed on the research is the historical period which the 
examined works cover. The chosen period is from 1970 to 1994. Part of the reason 
for this limitation is that after 1994, the nature of the struggle changed. The chosen 
time period was a time when Boesak was most active as a minister in the political 
struggle.  
As will be explained in more detail in Chapter 2, Boesak has described this as a time 
when they took actions and did not know what the outcome would be. In this 
uncertainty, history was being made (Boesak 2009, p.9). It is this uncertainty that is 
of interest to us in this research. In the uncertainty of the period, what people knew 
and took as a given was being challenged on all levels; the role of the church, the 
role of its ordained clergy in the struggle and its theology and self-organisation, its 
position with respect to the apartheid policies. Put differently, the churches and the 
ordained ministers had to explore what it means to be a pastor to a community on 
the receiving end of apartheid. They also had to wrestle with sharing a common 
identity as Christian churches, and yet taking different views on apartheid policies. 
Ordained ministers had to struggle with the theology that they learned in training. 
The churches, like the people, had to shift in their understanding of church theology 
and its ability to speak in a meaningful way to the struggles of the people. This study 




leaves out how much Boesak’s views and writing changed as the political situation in 
the country changed. 
The second limitation is the subjective nature of the research, as a result of the 
decision to focus on the views of one individual on the role of an organisation that 
spans a variety of traditions and theological views. From the research question it is 
clear that this research is focused on the role of the churches in society as it is 
articulated in the public theology of an individual. This comes with limitations. One 
obvious limitation is that the role of the churches in society will be a subjective view, 
articulated from within a particular theological tradition. In this instance the Reformed 
tradition, which is the tradition to which Boesak belongs. The context from which 
Boesak, as an individual speaks also locates his public theology in a particular 
context historically and geographically. The approach taken is to start from the 
specific before moving to the general. 
Looking at history through the lens of an individual is a deliberate choice, that takes 
into consideration the complex story of the church in South Africa. Choosing an 
individual as the focus of the research imposes a boundary on the study. Much of 
what is shared by the individual, is his understanding of a situation. Thus “… the 
distinction between knowledge and belief (opinion, etc.) is really very fuzzy, and that 
especially so in politics; what are ‘facts’ and hence ‘knowledge’ for one person, may 
be mere beliefs for others” (Van Dijk, 2011, p. 60). What van Dijk is drawing our 
attention to is the fact that knowledge is subjective. Boesak has noted that some of 
his speeches are significant, in so far as they express the thought process of what 
those in the struggle were thinking and how their actions were informed by the 
issues on the ground (Boesak 2009, p. 7). Therefore, to engage Boesak as a 
producer of knowledge is subjective.  
These two limitations, on the one hand, point to the possible shortcomings of the 
study, but, on the other, they also form the limits to the study and create a boundary 
to the study. What we have in this research is one person's story and one person's 
views on the struggle. By taking this approach, I can focus in detail on Boesak and 
what he has to say. This is important for keeping the focus of the study narrow to 




1.7. Outline of the study 
This study considers Allan Boesak as an individual, raised and educated in a 
particular context, and it also considers his ideas. Chapter 2 begins by introducing 
Allan Boesak: a theologian, political activist and minister in the public space. Boesak 
was formed in and informed by a particular context. The objective this chapter is 
looking at Boesak as the subject whose ideas this study is based on. The value of 
this chapter is to look at the influences on Boesak’s life, his way of being and his way 
of knowing. It also locates the study in the context of Black theology and the 
Christian church in South Africa.  
In Chapter 3, I examine the ideas of Allan Boesak. This chapter is focused on an in-
depth study and analysis of Boesak’s written work as well as, in some instances, 
published interviews and sermons by Boesak. The content of this chapter examines 
key themes in the work of Boesak. It looks at the role of the church in society. Public 
theology as it is articulated in the work of Allan Boesak is explored as his primary 
form of theology. The key findings in this chapter with regards to Boesak’s public 
theology are used in chapter 4 to explore whether Boesak’s public theology has 
something to contribute to the decolonisation debate in South Africa. 
In Chapter 4, I use the key findings of chapter 3 with regards to Boesak’s public 
theology and put these into conversation with two case studies of issues faced by 
society in South Africa today. The chosen case studies are related to issues that 
were faced by people during the struggle, power dynamics between different racial 
groups, the concept of non-racialism and church unity as they feature in Boesak’s 
public theology. The one case study is on the conversation between the Uniting 
Reformed Church in Southern Africa and the Dutch Reformed Church. The other 
case study looks at the question of blackness and non-racialism, in light of the 
Economic Freedom Fighters leader Julius Malema’s rhetoric and the Indian question. 
Chapter 5 is the conclusion of the study. Where the findings related to the research 
question is brought together from the various chapters, and an answer to the 





Chapter 2: Biographical Background to Allan Aubrey Boesak 
2.1. Introduction 
In this chapter the focus is on the social context, in which Boesak’s public theology 
as a counter-discourse to apartheid policies was produced. As Boesak himself has 
said, “Black Theology teaches us that theology cannot be done in a void, it is always 
done in a particular situation” (Boesak, 2009, p. 4). Reflecting on the process of 
putting his book Running with Horses together, Boesak emphasised the importance 
of his speeches as commentaries on his thinking at the time: 
… the historical importance if not of the speeches themselves then of the 
time in which they were made – how they captured the contexts of our 
unfolding politics, and how they reflected our thinking and actions (Boesak, 
2009, p. 7).  
Boesak himself, therefore, encourages the reading of his work in its historical 
context. The socio-political and historical epoch of Allan Boesak’s life is important as 
it places his actions and writings in a particular historical context. De Lissovoy (2010, 
p. 286) argues that “Third World, Black and Brown, and indigenous struggles and 
perspectives collectively [should] be given a strategic priority in curricula”, as part of 
the project of de-centering the dominant curricula in favour of providing students with 
a “framework within which to imagine a new global knowledge, culture, and society” 
(de Lissovoy, 2010, p. 286). Locating Boesak relative to the dominant culture, 
speaks to the aspect of decolonisation concerned with re-centring Africa.  
Boesak was formed and informed by a marginalised culture. De La Torre (2013, p. 
11) makes the observation that what people “hold to be true, right and ethical has 
more to do with [their] social context and identity… than any ideology or doctrine 
[they] may claim to hold true”.  
Boesak's activism for the liberation of marginalised people is as one who knows what 
it means to be on the receiving end of the injustices of apartheid policies. One could 
argue that he was fighting as much for his own liberation as for the liberation of the 
people of South Africa. To understand this better, this chapter is focused on the 
biography of Boesak within the context in which he was born and raised, educated 




The chapter briefly introduces Allan Aubrey Boesak by giving an overview of his 
upbringing and schooling. This will then be followed by examining his identity as a 
coloured person, and how Boesak understood his black identity. The chapter then  
goes on to look at specific aspects of his life, as a theologian and a minister in the 
Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMC) that is now part of the Uniting Reformed 
Church in Southern Africa (URCSA), and how all this led to his work as a political 
activist. The chapter refers to key historical events in the history of South Africa as 
and when that aids in understanding Boesak’s actions and ideas.  
 
2.2. Boesak’s upbringing and education 
2.2.1. Boesak’s upbringing and early schooling  
Boesak was born in 1946 in Kakamas, Northern Cape. We have some insight into 
how his mother struggled to educate all eight children following the death of her 
husband early in Boesak’s life (Maluleke 2016, p. 66, Boesak 2009, p. 87). When his 
mother lost her husband, Boesak lost a father. Following a meeting with Oliver 
Tambo in Zambia, Boesak would reflect on how the absence of his father impacted 
his life:  
My father was as dark as Oliver Tambo, as gentle, as wise, I could not guess 
where, had he lived, his politics would have taken him. But I hoped fervently 
that he would have understood mine. How many times had I wondered what 
he would have thought of the choices I have made? ... for the first time since 
becoming a man, [I was] speaking to another man who could have been my 
father, as if he were. Everything about him told me: trust him. It was a most 
amazing feeling, almost devastating in its unexpectedness. So I spoke to him 
of things my mother did not know, and would not know for years (Boesak, 
2009, pp. 88-89).  
Even though his mother did her best to raise her children, Boesak felt the absence of 
his father. His mother was not afraid to speak to her children about their father, and 
Boesak shares how his mother would say to him and his siblings “I wish your father 
was here” (Boesak, 2009, p. 88). He understood his mother’s comment to mean:  
She did not at all feel herself inadequate, I think, or unequal to the task of 
bringing up her children – all eight of them, all on her own. But her inborn 
wisdom withheld her from denying that a child needs both parents and that 
sometimes, just sometimes, she found it hard to be both (Boesak, 2009, p. 




According to Boesak, his mother is to be credited for her influence in the formation of 
his faith (Maluleke, 2016, p. 66). To him, his mother was “an extraordinary woman 
who did a great job raising her children” (Maluleke, 2016, p. 66). He shared with 
Maluleke that although his mother did not have much formal education herself, the 
value of education was not lost on her. She worked multiple jobs to provide for the 
family. The kids would rotate going to school, to give each child an opportunity to go 
to school, and to help by working odd jobs to augment his mother’s income 
(Maluleke, 2016, p. 67). Boesak counts himself and his younger brother as being 
privileged compared to their older siblings because their education went 
uninterrupted. According to Boesak, his mother’s approach as a single parent 
worked because all the children got an education in the end (Maluleke , 2016, p. 67). 
Boesak is not the only one in his family to go into ministry; his oldest and youngest 
brothers also went into ministry in the Dutch Reformed Mission Church (Maluleke, 
2016, p. 67).  
 
2.2.2. Boesak’s experiences in the formal education system  
Boesak describes his place of birth as having “…[a] Dutch Reformed Mission school 
and its feudal relationships, and where the days of slavery, it seemed to me were 
touchable, a mere heartbeat away, just beyond the black burnt stone koppies” 
(Boesak, 2009, p. 88). According to Plaatjies-Van Huffel, Boesak completed his 
matric at Gordon High School, Somerset West, which was a school set up 
specifically for coloureds (Plaatjies-Van Huffel, 2018, p. 2). Boesak went on to 
seminary as a teenager, at the age of 17. He studied theology at the Bellville 
theological seminary of the DRMC, situated at the University of the Western Cape 
(Maluleke, 2016, p. 63, Plaaitjies-Van Huffel 2018, p. 2). He was ordained in 1967 at 
the age of 22, and served in the Paarl community for three years (Maluleke, 2016, p. 
63). After that he left for Kampen in the Netherlands to pursue his doctoral studies, 
Boesak was supported in his postgraduate studies by Johan Heyns, theology 
professor at Stellenbosch University (Maluleke, 2016, p. 63). It should be noted that 
Boesak was able to study in Kampen because of the opportunities provided to him 




According to Alan Paton as far back as 1935, the Afrikaner nationalist party, which 
was a minority party then, threatened and promised to change the way schools were 
operating when they came to power:  
One of the things they promised to do, was to exercise a rigid control over all 
African schools, and over the methods and content of African education, 
which had become a means of spreading dangerous views of justice and 
equality… (Paton, 1973, p. 70).  
The power of education was not lost on the apartheid government. For them to 
further their project of separate development they had to exercise strict control over 
the education system. Therefore, Boesak’s comment that “the idea [of the apartheid 
government] that a black person, when educated in the right ideological 
environment, could first be moulded to accept her or his condition of oppression and 
second indoctrinate others” (Boesak, 2009, p. 23) is not without merit. This control 
over schools manifested itself in what Boesak called “the skimpy theological diet” he 
was fed during his studies at University of the Western Cape (Boesak, 2009, p. 20).  
Looking back on his education at the DRMC theological seminary at the University of 
the Western Cape, Boesak said “the theology taught me by white Dutch reformed 
missionaries was totally inadequate to deal with the crises of faith that grew out of 
poverty, socio-economic injustices, and political oppression” (Boesak, 2009, p. 34). 
Boesak’s comments suggest that his South African Dutch Reformed theological 
education did not prepare him adequately for ministry in communities on the 
receiving end of apartheid policies. His public theology and political activism grew 
out of 1) a rejection of the theology that he was taught at seminary and 2) a 
response to the poverty, socio economic injustices and political oppression that the 
people he was ministering to were faced with: 
… I, as a seminarian, was taught an other worldly, apartheid theology by my 
white DRC professors in Bellville. And when I was confronted with the 
challenges of my ministry under apartheid and the challenges posed by Aunt 
Meraai, and discovered the inadequacies of my training (Boesak quoted in 
Maluleke, 2016, p. 67).  
In the Netherlands, free from the restrictive government legislation on the education 
of blacks, Boesak was able to explore and engage with books and ideas that were 
banned by the apartheid government. While in Kampen, Boesak encountered the 




describes the ideas of Kuyper that Boesak encountered in Kampen, as “not the 
sanitized and racist ideas of neo-Kuyperism articulated so well by Andries Treunicht" 
(Maluleke, 2016, p. 65). In describing the difference between his time in Kampen and 
in South Africa, Boesak explains “In the Netherlands I met not the insipid, doctrine, 
anaemic Calvin of South African Dutch reformed pre-ordained election theology; the 
Calvin who blessed racism and guaranteed the rightness of the theology of 
apartheid” (Boesak, 2009, p. 35). The difference between Boesak’s experience 
abroad and locally is interesting as it shows the challenges South Africans had to 
overcome. Government censorship of books meant that people like Boesak who 
wanted to learn had artificial restrictions imposed on them through the limiting of 
access to books. Kampen gave him the tools he needed to unlock what he refers to 
as a door. This door is his awareness that something was not right with the argument 
supporting the unjust system of apartheid using the bible.  
           Boesak got his PhD degree at a Dutch institution, this fact is worth taking note of, as 
it reminds us that Boesak was educated in a European context. Just as Boesak has 
critiqued the education he received at seminary, and described it as not having 
adequately prepared him for ministry, we need to ask if the education he received in 
Kampen did a better job at preparing him for ministry in a South African context, to 
communities subjected to the injustices of apartheid policies. This will be elaborated 
on in Chapter 3, where Boesak’s works will be examined. 
Boesak’s education abroad and in South Africa offers us an opportunity to reflect on 
the nature and purpose of educational institutions in South Africa, especially in the 
context of decolonisation. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2016a) in describing the origins of 
higher education institutions makes reference to how this call for decolonial 
education foresaw the danger transplanting universities from Europe into Africa, and 
the consequences of such an act. although Boesak was in a different place 
physically, he got to experience Dutch Reformed theology in its native land. This 
contrasted starkly with his experience in South Africa. In Kampen Boesak was 
exposed to Reformed theology, and education in the environment for which it was 
developed. The copying of European institutions, meant that the textbooks, and 
leadership were not necessarily representative of the people, and there is also the 




2016a). Therefore when Boesak raises concerns about the failure of the theology he 
learned to address the challenges faced by the people, indirectly it raises questions 
about the church as a colonial institution, and its inheritance of faith and identity in an 
African context.  
 
2.3. Boesak's identity as so-called coloured and black 
2.3.1. Boesak as a coloured person in apartheid South Africa 
Boesak’s life is discussed as one located on the margins of power in apartheid South 
Africa. However, the margins are a relative concept. In practice oppression operates 
on different levels. As De la Torre (2013, p. 12) puts it, “[t]he truth of the matter is 
that multiple marginalities exist”, and he goes on to describe himself and his 
positionality relative to the dominant culture and within his own community. In 
Boesak we have a person rooted in marginality, who also experienced privileges. 
Under apartheid law, Boesak was classified as coloured. Erasmus (2001, p. 14) 
explains this paradox of being so-called coloured: “being coloured means being the 
privileged black and the ‘not quite white’ person”. Boesak’s presence in the struggle 
against apartheid is a reminder of how racial segregation fragmented the poor and 
oppressed people of South Africa, creating a false hierarchy among the oppressed. 
This fragmentation had to be overcome for the anti-apartheid movement to present a 
united front against the white apartheid government. Adhikari (2005, p. xiii) rejects 
reductionist views of coloured identity, which resulted in the struggle against 
apartheid being spoken of in black and white terms to the exclusion of other races. 
Adhikari argues that this view is based on the shallow narrative that so-called 
coloureds are a mixture of black and white, which does not go so far as to 
acknowledge coloured identity in its own right. 
Under the apartheid government’s classification system, Boesak was classified as 
so-called coloured, but he in turn made a decision to identify as black. This decision 
was a radical step in a society where difference based on how one looks was a 
determining factor in where one goes to school, the quality of education received, 
and many other things (Siedle, 1971). This choice is strongly reflected in Boesak's 




discussion in this dissertation. Yet one also sees his coloured positionality 
influencing his theological thought, as will be seen. 
As a coloured, Boesak was privileged relative to those classified as native by the 
apartheid government (Schlemmer 1970, p. 27). But being a coloured during 
apartheid also meant that Boesak not only had to fight against white Afrikaner 
nationalist thought; he also had to confront black nationalism that may have been at 
times exclusionary of all people considered not ‘100% black/African’ (Gerhart, 1979). 
This brings to the fore the challenges that other racial groups (not black-African or 
white) had to overcome in a struggle that is often spoken about primarily in terms of 
black and white, to the exclusion of other racial groups. The first case study in 
chapter 4 (on Julius Malema and the Indian question) examines the consequences 
of this artificial hierarchy created by the apartheid government among oppressed 
people. Boesak stopped referring to himself as coloured in 1970 (News 24 Article 
2019) and self-identified as black. Blackness is a communal identity rooted in a 
shared experience of oppression and colonisation. 
 
2.3.2 .Boesak’s self-understanding as black 
Being black and coloured are not mutually exclusive. Macdonald (2006, p. 166) 
describes this as a “confusion about what race means”. Using the word black, he 
explains its double meaning as follows: 
In the 1970s and 1980s, the anti-apartheid movement used “black” in a Bikoist 
sense, highlighting the political determinates of race. Race, it implied, derives 
from sides forged through political conflicts, allowing “Coloureds” and “Asians” 
as well as “Africans” to be “black” (MacDonald, 2006, p. 166).  
Macdonald’s explanation of the double meaning of the term black should not be 
taken to suggest that it automatically leads to non-racialism. Rather the focus is on 
how this term brought together different racial groups, for a common cause. This is 
echoed by Tlhagale when he says “the symbolic value of the word ‘black' is that it 
captures the broken existence of black people, summons them collectively to burst 
the chains of oppression and engage themselves creatively in the construction of a 
new society” (Tlhagale, 1986, p. 126). The South African Student Organisation 




racial groups, who could come together as a collective in their fight against apartheid 
(Gerhart, 1979, p. 278). This explanation of the term is an important piece of the 
puzzle in understanding Boesak’s self-understanding as a black person. For Boesak 
being black had to do with the condition under which one lived more than the colour 
of one’s skin. It extended to the shared experience of oppression. “We must 
remember that in situations like ours blackness (the state of oppression) is not only a 
colour, it is a condition” (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 17). Being black as described by 
the apartheid government was based on traits that people could not change and had 
no control over – how they looked or the colour of their skin. By Boesak’s definition, 
the issue was not with how people looked, but rather the social, political and 
economic condition in which they found themselves – a condition that they could 
change.  
When Boesak, following in the steps of SASO, claimed the label of ‘black’ for 
himself, he was not just exercising his agency with regard to self-identify; he was 
also taking back some power from the apartheid government. In choosing to self-
identify as black, Boesak was choosing “not to see ourselves as defined by the racist 
ideologies of oppression, not allowing our humanity to be prescribed and proscribed 
by apartheid…” (Boesak, 2009, p. 9). In the conversation about decolonial education 
in Africa, one of the concerns raised by the early advocates of establishing 
universities in Africa was about how Africans were represented in European 
textbooks, as less than their European counterparts. The act by Boesak, Black 
Consciousness activists and others to refuse to be defined by racist ideologies could 
be interpreted as an example of decolonisation of being. Writing in 1984, Boesak 
was of the view that “the struggle for the liberation and ‘decolonisation’ of our 
humanity goes on unabatedly” (Boesak, 1984, p. 6). By this we can infer that a part 
of the struggle was about the decolonisation of being. “In South Africa it is clear who 
is considered truly human… for years now apartheid has undermined black 
personhood and destroyed human dignity” (Boesak, 1985, p. 76).  
This brings our attention to the need to engage critically with the impact of racist 
ideologies on how people self-identify. For instance, in 1994 Boesak ran for premier 
of western cape under the banner of the ANC. Following his reflection on this 




was that ‘coloured politics’ could not be forced into the liberation movement without 
first transforming it (Boesak, 2009, p. 30). When we use the term black or coloured 
to describe Boesak, we should keep in mind that these are terms with a complex 
history and meaning. Boesak has lamented the use of the terms black and coloured 
that emphasise difference in the post-apartheid era (Boesak, 2009, p. 10). This was 
a shift from the Black Consciousness definition of black, and was a return to the 
apartheid definition that sowed divisions among the oppressed. 
 
2.4. Boesak as minister in the Christian church 
The church is a key theme as it is the context and the platform within which Boesak 
worked. It is also the platform that launched his career as a political activist. Boesak is 
of the view that authentic preachers know they belong to the church: “Their preaching 
stands within a tradition, within a historical community, confessing its faith in the living 
One who is its Lord” (Boesak, 1979, p. 16). It was his work as a pastor in the church, 
and thus a leader in his local community, that challenged him to get involved in the 
struggle as a political activist, speaking truth to power. As a minister Boesak had to 
give hope to the congregation he was pastoring. This is illustrated, in the following 
incident;   
... an old woman whose house was about to be appropriated and destroyed, 
[who] react[ed] angrily to Boesak’s sermon by saying; “you don’t have to talk 
to me about Jesus. I have known and loved him before you were born. What I 
want to know is this ‘what is God saying about this injustice? Why is God 
allowing it to happen” (Maluleke, 2016, p. 70).  
Boesak would later admit that the sermon he preached in response to the question 
posed to him was, by his own standards and assessment of the situation, not 
adequate. This encounter is an example of the challenges ministers faced being 
pastor to congregations on the receiving end of the oppressive policies of the 
apartheid government. Boesak was involved in the struggle from within the church, as 
a minister in Paarl (1967-1970), when he had to make sense of the struggles of the 
people as their pastor, and as a chaplain at the University of the Western Cape. 
Religious leaders were called upon to step up and lead the people when political 
leaders were either banned or in prison, and political parties banned. Villa-Vicencio 




…with political leadership detained and imprisoned they demanded that 
priests, mullahs and others take a lead in the resistance process. He goes on 
to quote a person he refers to as a young comrade, who said that “they 
(religious leaders) have an obligation to be caretakers until our leaders return” 
(Villa-Vicencio, 1989, p. x). 
The religious dimension of the anti-apartheid movement saw churches, which were 
part of the South African Council of Churches (SACC) come together and present a 
kind of united front against the apartheid government (see De Gruchy, 1979). This 
movement provided a platform that allowed some individuals, through their leadership 
skills, to stand up and be counted as heroes in the struggle. Among those leaders was 
Rev Dr Allan Aubrey Boesak. He was then a minister in the Dutch Reformed 
Sendingkerk (DRMC), which was the coloured part of the Dutch Reformed family of 
churches, and which is now part of the Uniting Reformed Church in South Africa.  
Religious leaders were divided in how they responded to the challenge. Some chose 
to remain quiet, while other’s rose to the challenge, and some chose to oppose those 
religious leaders who became politically active (Walshe, 1995). Smith (2007, p. 453) 
mentions 
Boesak along with other church leaders participated in the struggle, they were 
convinced that their motivation to participate in the political struggle for freedom was 
the gospel of Jesus Christ, the humanity of God, and the nature of being Christian with 
the concrete realities of the world – struggling for peace, reconciliation and justice. For 
example, in 1979 Boesak delivered an address at the SACC conference. The 
resolution taken at the conference with regards to civil disobedience as part of the 
resistance received attention from the media and the then minister of justice (Boesak, 
2009b(1979), p. 63). Boesak wrote a letter to the minister at the time. From his letter 
we learn that the minister addressed the SACC via state television and radio, saying 
that church leaders needed to stay out of politics. From Boesak’s letter we learn that 
the minister addressing church leaders was a common practice (Boesak, 
2009b(1979), p. 64-65). 
Boesak’s role as a minister saw him speak to local, national and international 
audiences. Boesak has held positions within the church and outside the church. He 
was synod moderator in the DRMC. In 1981 he was elected as chairman and 




during this time he was also elected president of the World Alliance of Reformed 
Churches (Bill on behalf of ABRECSA, 1984, p. x). As president of ABRESCA he was 
invited to the attend the general assembly of World Alliance of Reformed Churches 
(WARC) in Ottowa in 1982, together with D.P. Botha who was then the moderator of 
the DRMC. The DRMC delegated Boesak and Botha to represent the church (Pauw, 
2007, p.189). This gave him access to places that would have been off-limits to most 
people. Boesak explained in an interview with Hoekma: 
Today I travel all over the world and sit in conferences with people whom as a 
little boy I would never have dreamed of meeting—I look at myself and what I 
do now with a constant sense of amazement. And yet the most meaningful 
things happening to me happen when I am with ordinary people back home. 
In May I went up to a place about 600 miles from Cape Town, way out in the 
boondocks, a little place near where I was born. When it was announced that I 
would preach in the evening, all of the people in that rural city—more than 
2,000, half of whom cannot read or write—flocked to the church on a Sunday 
night. And what a conversation we had with one another! They know so well 
what they want the church to be and what they expect of me (Boesak, 1985, 
May 23, p. 560). 
A consequence of this is that when he spoke people listened – the oppressed people 
of South Africa, the international community, and even the apartheid government. 
The formation of the United Democratic Front (UDF) has been connected to a 
comment that Boesak made during a speech, where he argued that “the only way to 
oppose government was to form a ‘united front’ of all organisations who opposed 
apartheid – churches, civic associations, trade unions, student organisations and 
sport bodies” (Pauw, 2007, p. 133). Seekings makes the observation “it was 
Boesak’s call rather than Tambo’s call which catalysed a flurry of interest in 
establishing a broad front against government reforms” (Seekings, 2000, p. 46). 
From this we learn that Boesak’s words were a catalyst that helped with the 
formation of the UDF. 
Boesak’s engagement with the challenges faced by the people in their ordinary life 
shows a shift in how he did theology. When confronted with the crisis of faith that 
resulted from (among other things) the injustice of apartheid, his first response was 
with a sermon. Boesak’s experience as a minister in a community led to him 
choosing to engage in the kind of public theology that confronts the issues and 





2.5. Boesak as a black and Reformed theologian 
2.5.1. Boesak as a black theologian of liberation 
Boesak is a black theologian of liberation. Although this is a term Boesak seldom 
used to describe himself and his work, it is used by others such as Cloete (2016). In 
the South African context, liberation theologies appeared under various banners, but 
these theologies were not mutually exclusive. Liberation theologies, by nature, 
challenged the way the apartheid government approached religion, and exposed 
how religion was being used to oppress, rather than liberate (West, 2009, p. 28). 
According to Moore (2018, p. 86) “Black Theology had a profound effect on the 
religious, especially Christian scene in South Africa in the late 1960, 1970s and 
1980s” and “politics was at the heart of the work of the clergy in South Africa.” He 
makes the following observation about the situation: 
It can be seen that what Black Theology did at that historical point in time was 
to enable black clergy and black Christians to engage in the political struggle 
for liberation as Christians… Traditionally black Christians had seen their faith 
lying outside the political arena. Black Theology located their faith in the very 
heart of the struggle for liberation. What Black Theology did was engage black 
Christian students in the liberation struggle (Moore, 2018, p. 92). 
Black theology, as per Moore’s observation, challenged black clergy with regards to 
their role in the struggle. It also questioned how seriously they took the gospel they 
preached. In seeking to respond to the challenge, black clergy found that the church 
does not exist independent of the community in which it is located. Black theology 
was a tool of consciousness for black clergy. This enabled religious leaders to 
participate in the struggle with ease, with their faith in hand, thus challenging the 
apartheid government in a way that undermined the theological justifications of state 
theology.  
Black theology in South Africa, according to Phiri and Gathogo, came from the 
miserable and oppressive social conditions that were institutionalised during 
apartheid by the regime. At the demise of apartheid, scholars have shifted in the 
reasons they attribute for the continuation and the relevance of Black theology, as 




out of the neo-colonial experience arising from the racial tensions that are still a part 
of South Africa even after apartheid (Vellem, 2017, p. 6 of 9). Phiri and Gathogo are 
of the view that it may take time for these tensions and misunderstandings to be 
finally erased (Phiri & Gathogo, 2010, p. 185). Black theology remains a valuable tool 
for theologians and the church in the context of decolonisation because it is "both 
epistemologically and hermeneutically un-West” (Vellem, 2017, p. 6 of 9).  
Glasswell (1975) describes how in Kampen Boesak was exposed to North American 
Black theology as articulated by James Cone, and how when he returned to South 
Africa he encountered a version of Black theology and Black power that was uniquely 
South African in character, which he had to reconcile with what he had learned in his 
studies abroad. What sets the South African black experience apart from the 
American black experience is that the oppressed in America have been physically 
separated from their ancestral land and culture, whereas “the oppressed of South 
Africa have not been divorced from their land and culture at least physically” 
(Gasswell, 1975, p. 164). It is this difference that is fundamental to Boesak’s 
articulation of Black theology, something that will be reflected in the analysis in 
chapter 3. 
 Viewing Boesak’s Black theology as a form of public theology puts Boesak in a 
position to engage with the alienation of a context of religious and spiritual 
epistemicide of Africans. This is done in three ways, 1) affirming the personhood of 
people, 2) challenging the church to change its ways and become black and 
authentically African, and 3) dealing with the injustices in society. The assumption in 
this study is that Black theology and public theology are not mutually exclusive. 
 
2.5.2. Boesak as a Reformed theologian  
De Gruchy, is of the opinion that “Calvin and the Reformed tradition had played such 
an important role in the shaping of modern South Africa, both for good and ill…”(De 
Gruchy, 2009, p.12). He goes on to say that there were two types of Calvinist 
thought in South Africa: one defended apartheid and slavery, and the other opposed 




De Gruchy presents Boesak as one of the theologians “who insisted that the future of 
the Reformed tradition in South Africa was dependent on black Reformed Christians 
making it their own” (De Gruchy, 2009, p. 220). Boesak started wrestling with the 
question of being black and Reformed in the 1980s, during the struggle. For him the 
questions were:  
● What does it mean to be black and Reformed in South Africa today? 
● Does the Reformed tradition have a future in South Africa? (Boesak,  
1986a(1981), p. 91) 
That apartheid grew out of the Reformed tradition has placed black Reformed 
Christians in a peculiar situation. On the one hand there is a belief that racism is the 
inevitable fruit of the Reformed tradition; for those blacks who choose to be 
Reformed, it is sometimes equated with accepting the status quo (Boesak, 
1986a(1981), p. 93). Boesak quotes Calvin as having said “ the Lord recommends to 
us… that we may, insofar as everyone’s resources admit, afford help to the needy, 
so that there may not be some in affluence, and others in need” (Boesak, 
1986a(1981), p. 98). This gives us insight to Boesak’s theological convictions. 
Maluleke (2016, p. 73) describes Boesak’s convictions as being faith-based and 
motivated by his theological orientation. This theological orientation sought to 
respond to the challenges of the people. 
 
2.6. Boesak as a political activist 
The term ‘accidental politician’ is the subtitle of Boesak’s book Running with Horses 
(2009). Boesak points to 1976, as the moment he decided, that he would not confine 
himself strictly to church matters but that he would stress test his theology in the field 
of politics (Boesak, 2009, p. 8). Boesak himself describes his political activity as 
something accidental, as that is not what he had in mind when he put himself 
forward for ordination in the church. As a leader Boesak had to walk the fine line 
between being a megaphone for the cries of the oppressed people of South Africa 
and being their voice. Of this Boesak has written “we must dedicate ourselves to 




liberators” (Boesak, 2005, p. 1). This is a reminder of the importance of the 
personhood and agency of people to act on their own behalf. As a coloured person, 
Boesak would have known some form of discrimination personally. He knew what it 
meant to be disenfranchised. This is to say that Boesak is speaking from personal 
experience, as well as the reality of what it meant to be a pastor in a coloured 
community, belonging to a church that was part of a bigger church that theologically 
supported apartheid.  
A Mail & Guardian staff reporter1 (1999), who described himself as a comrade of 
Boesak and who recognised the role that Boesak’s faith played in his actions, wrote: 
“He allowed himself to be used – not as a favour to the United Democratic Front or to 
the masses, but because he felt called to be an instrument in the hands of God to 
fulfil that role” (Mail & Guardian, 1999). This is echoed by Maluleke’s (2016, p. 72) 
comment that Boesak is a man of faith, and that anyone looking to understand 
Boesak’s politics, ministry and activism ought to begin by looking at his faith. Pauw, 
moreover, refers to one of Boesak’s appearances in court and shows how his 
actions are guided by his faith: While Boesak was in jail in late 1980s, the then state 
prosecutor had asked him “whether his political activities did not go well beyond his 
call as a minister”, upon which Boesak answered: “I belong to a tradition, the 
Reformed tradition, which confesses that there is not one square centimetre of this 
world which does not belong under the lordship of Jesus Christ” (Pauw, 2007, p. 
244). Boesak’s politics were informed by his faith.  
Yet Boesak has not been shy to acknowledge that he had to wrestle with his faith in 
light of the social reality of apartheid South Africa, and with the consequences of his 
political activities for his family on an individual level (Calata & Calata, 2018, p. 234). 
It is not only Boesak as the political activist and minister who had to answer difficult 
questions that were raised by his participation in the anti-apartheid movement and 
his willingness to put his life on the line. Boesak was married to Dorothy (from 1969 
to 1990), and they had four children. In an interview with Lukhanyo Calata, Boesak 
describes the impact of the tactics of the security police as follows, 
…so, the lesson they wanted to teach us, for me as a father, they wanted me 
to ask a question, ‘am I ready for that (death/ leaving my children to grow up 
                                            




without a father)? Is it worth it? What if this happens to me? Can my family 
take it? (Calata & Calata, 2018, p. 226)           
Placing emphasis on Boesak’s background and social context, serves to remind the 
reader that the victims in the struggle against apartheid were not government 
officials or religious institutions: it was individuals who, when they saw their 
colleagues, friends, brothers, fathers and mothers, tortured and killed, stood firm in 
their convictions.  
Another turning point in Boesak’s political activism was when he met Beyers Naude, 
a minister in the white DRC, in the late 1970s (Boesak, 2009, p. 224). In describing 
what was going through his mind at the time, he wrote:  
… just when I was so angry at the cruelty of apartheid, so disgusted with the 
hypocrisy of it all, so disillusioned by the deliberate abuse of both people and 
the bible, so absolutely justified in my readiness to hate and write off all white 
people, Beyers Naudè came into my life (Boesak, 2009, p. 95). 
This shows that Boesak, was not afraid to have his preconceived ideas about people 
and situations challenged. He was not afraid to change when he encountered a 
different approach.  
Boesak the politician should be understood against the background he comes from. 
During the struggle, relationships meant something different to what they would 
mean today. The Mail & Guardian staff reporter describes the working relationship 
he had with Boesak as follows:   
I wasn’t a damned colleague – I was a comrade! And “comrade” then did not 
denote what it does now; it denoted struggle and “struggle” did not denote 
what it denotes now. It involved plotting, travelling overseas and whipping up 
support for sanctions, coming home to face treason charges, life on the run 
from both the cops and your loved ones, tears – bucketfuls – at funerals for 
other comrades murdered at point blank range, organising, struggle 
bookkeeping. It involved torture, long spells in detention without trial, 
disappearances, meetings and mobilisation. This is where I come from. This 
is where Boesak comes from and who he is (Mail & Guardian, 1999). 
The reporter goes on to say that Boesak was not just a politician: “ He was a 
comrade whose gifts of public relations with the international community and with 
‘the masses’ we utilised to the full” (Mail & Guardian, 1999). To speak of Boesak the 




politician in the early ’90s. Before that he was a theologian, a minister (pastor) and a 
political activist who took his faith and the people he was ministering to and their 
problems seriously.  
Boesak’s participation in issues outside the church is rooted in his understanding 
that “joining the struggle for human liberation in Africa does not mean Christianising 
the struggle, ‘taking over’ as it were… it does mean taking responsibility for the 
historical reality into which the kingdom of God has entered” (Boesak, 1986b(1981), 
p.81).  
 
2.7. Controversies related to Boesak 
Boesak is no stranger to controversy. On the one hand there were controversies 
related to standing up to the apartheid government, and on the other he faced 
controversies related to his personal morals. In 1984, the churches released a 
document titled ‘a Theological Rationale and a call to Prayer for the End to unjust 
rule’ (Villa-Vicencio 1986, p. 15). The church calling for prayer for the downfall of the 
apartheid government made news. Much emphasis was placed on Boesak’s role in 
the formulation of the document, based on previous addresses he delivered where 
he spoke of the downfall of the apartheid government (Boesak, 1986c(1979).  
In 1985 he was detained for leading a march to Polsmoor prison for the release of 
Nelson Mandela. Following his release, the police kept him under surveillance, which 
led to the revelations of his alleged extramarital affair with Ms Elna Botha, whom he 
later married. In 1990 he resigned from all his posts in the church, following 
revelations of the extramarital affair (Dames, 2017, p. 8). In the same year he 
divorced his first wife.   
In 1999 Boesak was convicted on three counts of theft and one count of fraud. He 
was sentenced to six years in prison but only served one, having petitioned the then 
president, Thabo Mbeki, for a presidential pardon which was granted. The case of 
theft and fraud related to the Foundation for Peace and Justice. The investigation 
into the financial affairs of the foundation was initiated by one of the donors to the 




what happened. In an Associated Press interview, he explained that it was a loan, 
and it would seem that the foundation was in the practice of granting it staff members 
loans. One of those loans was made to Boesak (Boesak, 2009, p. 414-515). In 
Running with Horses Boesak (2009, p. 363-391) described it in the context of what 
he termed ‘struggle accounting’. This was a situation where, churches and other civil 
society organisations were used to getting funds from international donors for those 
in the struggle who needed it. The justifications and explanations provided by 
Boesak about what happened need to be investigated and understood against the 
background of how donor funds were handled during the struggle, which lies outside 
the scope of this dissertation.  
 
2.8. Concluding remarks  
Boesak describes himself as “…the spiritual child of both: African and Reformed 
spirituality” (Boesak, 2005, p. 2). He is a man of faith, a faith that was passed on to 
him by his mother at an early age. His multifaceted identity, coloured and black, has 
shaped who he is. There is also a recognition that being Reformed and black, are not 
mutually exclusive. Boesak’s black identity has to be understood in the context of 
apartheid South Africa and the Black consciousness movement. Both apartheid and 
Black consciousness (BC) acknowledge differences in race, but to different ends. For 
the apartheid government the difference was used to divide. BC encouraged people 
to maintain their unique identity (Gerhart, 1979, p. 272) but build relationships that 
would be mutually beneficial. The position of BC with regards to difference is a form 
of resistance against the ethical perspective of apartheid as the dominant narrative. 
These minor and major acts of resistance were part of the building blocks of the 
struggle against apartheid. 
Boesak was born, raised, educated and worked in apartheid South Africa. He knew 
discrimination intimately as a coloured person, both inside and outside the church. 
Through his work as a political activist we see him push against this political system. 
According to Boesak the gospel has political consequences because it has something 
to say about how society is organised (Boesak, 1979, p. 29). Therefore, his political 




beyond giving spiritual guidance. His concern for the people had to involve him 
challenging the unjust systems in society. In this instance, Boesak’s life stands as an 
example of an individual choosing to decolonise who they are as a human being.  
It is my conclusion that the life of Boesak embody “a decolonisation of western value-
setting in Christian theology and epistemologically grounds African agency” 
(Sakupapa 2018: 406). Through Boesak’s written work we are given insight into his 
way of thinking while through his personal choices we see him as a person on the 
margins exercising his agency by choosing to push against the boundaries imposed 
on him. Plaaitjies-van Huffel (2018:19) is of the view that “Boesak refused to become 
a docile body—passive, subjugated and a productive individual of the apartheid 
regime; rather he resisted, rejected and challenged the regime and criticised the 
theological justification of apartheid”. The fact that Boesak takes ownership of his 
agency is important to how one reads and interprets his work and actions as a 
theologian educated both locally and internationally. For instance, Boesak’s early 
interrogation of Reformed theology in the DRMC (and how it was taught to him) is an 
example of questioning the theology of the church in a decolonial way. The 
implication of this is the recognition that the church’s inheritance of faith has colonial 
roots that may need to be decolonised. When thinking of decolonisation, it is further 
worth mentioning that the institutions which formed and educated Boesak and in 
which Boesak worked were of colonial and apartheid origins.  
This chapter not only introduced us to Alan Boesak. It tells the story of an individual 
who had to live and work under an unjust system. It also draws our attention to the 
fact that we cannot take it for granted that because an institution fights for justice it 
does not need to be decolonised. In chapter 3 we will engage explicitly which the 
question: what happens when those on the margins refuse to accept the ethical 
perspectives of the dominant culture (De la Torre, 2013), as that is what Boesak was 
doing as a political activist. In answering this question, we will also consider what his 







Chapter 3: Boesak’s Public theology 
3.1 Introduction 
In chapter 2, we discussed how Boesak, early in his ministry, was asked the 
question: What does God have to say about the forced removals (Boesak, 2009; 
Maluleke, 2016). This question is one that would continue to haunt Boesak 
throughout his ministry and political activism. One could argue that this was one of 
the key moments that saw Boesak engage in the kind of public theology that is 
concerned with engaging explicitly with social issues in the hope of bringing about 
change. Chapter 2 of this dissertation was an introduction to Boesak, the person who 
produced the knowledge that will be examined in this chapter. It gave insight to 
Boesak’s positionality in society relative to the dominant culture, why he produced 
the knowledge that he did, and the context in which the knowledge was produced. In 
this chapter we will be examining Allan Boesak’s public theology as it is articulated in 
his written work from the 1970s to 1994.  
In the context of decolonisation, the sources, theoretical framework and chosen 
method used to study the literature need to be evaluated as they may contain built-in 
biases, which could result in measuring a theologian by comparing them to a 
western ideal rather than evaluating this knowledge on its own merits. Writing in the 
late 1980s, Frostin makes the following observation: 
when third world theologians stress the question of epistemology, the reason 
is obviously that they want to explain that their reflection cannot be assessed 
on the basis of the established epistemology. In other words, they do not 
understand their own contribution as mere reform within an existing 
framework but as a challenge to basic consensus in first world science 
(Frostin, 1988, p. 4). 
What Frostin is saying is that if we are to take seriously that Africans are producers 
of knowledge, then we cannot use the established tools and instruments to evaluate 
their work. We need an entirely separate system that accounts for difference, without 
it being a matter of 'this is better than that', but rather tools that are able to hold 
difference in tension. Frostin is not necessarily rejecting the established body of 
knowledge; instead he is challenging us to think about the lens through which we 
read and judge knowledge produced by third world theologians. He was urging his 




of knowing. Referring to third world theologians, Frostin warns that “it would be 
seriously misleading to interpret their texts in terms of established epistemology” 
(Frostin, 1988, p. 4). This is a caution regarding how we read and judge someone 
like Boesak’s written work.  
The definition of public theology used in outlining and analysing Boesak’s public 
theology in this chapter is based on Koopman (2003) and Smith’s (2007) definition of 
public theology that was discussed in chapter 1. They not only offer a definition, but 
also criteria for deciding what constitutes public theology. Koopman’s (2003) 
statement that public theology in South Africa is a way by which theologians seek to 
make sense of the calling of the church in public life is the working definition of public 
theology that we will be using in this chapter. Public theology, then, is about the 
degree to which the church is outward-looking in relation to the society wherein it is 
located in its mission and ministry. Jacobsen’s (2012) view of the church and society 
as two different publics serves as a reminder that the people living in the community 
are the same people who are part of the church. This together with her models of 
public theology creates a kind of boundary to public theology. Furthermore, the 
issues of the people are the issues of the churches.  
Allan Boesak’s alone l first works were published during what Molthabi calls the third 
phase of BTSA. This phase was characterised by a retreat and academic formation 
by a group of young clergymen and lay people returning from their studies abroad 
around the year 1976, they would be the second generation of young black 
theologians (Motlhabi, 2009, p. 168). The predecessors of this generation of clergy 
were active during the an earlier phase, when BTSA was still an emerging theology, 
and “included figures such as Dr Manas Buthelezi, Bishops Alpheus Zulu and 
Lawrence Zulu, Rev B.N.B. Ngidi, Rev Clive McBride, Rev Bonganjalo Goba, among 
others” (Mothlabi, 2009, p. 164).  
During this third phase, Boesak published the following major works: Farewell to 
Innocence (1976; his doctoral thesis), Coming Out of the Wilderness (1976), The 
Finger of God (1979; a collection of sermons from the time he was university 
chaplain at UWC), Black and Reformed (1984), Walking on Thorns (1984), Comfort 




to write and publish books after this period, his most recent book being Pharaohs on 
both sides of the blood river (2017).  
The chapter begins by unpacking how Boesak viewed the church and its role during 
the struggle. This is followed by a review of Boesak’s theology, more specifically his 
Black theology. Here light is shed on Boesak’s theological method of choice and how 
his personal faith influenced how he chose to engage with the issues of the day. 
What is highlighted is Black theology as a theology of liberation, offering Boesak an 
alternative perspective to the Reformed theology that he had been taught at 
seminary. Non-racialism is the third theme discussed in this chapter. This theme 
provides a concrete issue in context, which Boesak as a minister in the church and a 
black theologian had to wrestle with. The above is done by applying Critical 
Discourse Analysis (CDA) to examine the themes in Boesak’s body of work, 
including published interviews before 1994. As discussed in chapter 1 (section 1.6), 
CDA will be used as analyse Boesak’s work. 
The research question of this thesis is concerned with Boesak’s public theology, and 
the final section of this chapter will bring together the themes discussed in this 
chapter in an attempt to formulate Boesak’s public theology.  
 
3.2. Boesak’s discussion on the church and churches  
3.2.1 ‘Church’ and ‘churches’ in Boesak’s work 
When Boesak speaks of 'the church', he is referring to the Christian church as a 
collective, regardless of differences in confessions of faith. That is to say he 
advocates for the church being one church, sharing one faith and one Lord Jesus. 
Boesak made the observation that “the Church has not been successful in struggling 
against racism in society because it has not yet learned how to deal with it in the 
church itself” (Boesak, 1981, p. 38). Boesak does not sugar-coat the shortcomings of 
the church as a collective. As he once put it in a speech “not that the church was so 
wonderful, but we were clear in our obedience to a God who is a higher God than the 




When he speaks of “the churches”, it is an acknowledgement of the local churches 
based on geographical location, and differences as a result of confession of faith, 
race, culture and a number of other factors. For example, in a South African history 
of the church, it is not uncommon for ‘settler or mission, and 'English and Afrikaans 
churches’ to be used to described a church. Boesak acknowledges that it was not 
the church that stood up against the apartheid government; it was the churches 
(Boesak, 1990). For Boesak the Christian church was a complex body made up of 
people and an organisational structure. The disagreements within it as to what extent 
church leaders are to participate in the struggle against apartheid is an example of 
how discourse “involves meaning, interpretation and understanding” (Van Dijk, 1995, 
p. 21) that vary. Boesak makes an observation that echoes van Dijk: 
We recognize that Christians living in different situations will have different 
understandings of the Gospel and its demands for their lives. This partially 
answers the question why for some people the Gospel an incomparable 
message of liberation is, while others find in it justification for a system that 
exploits and oppresses (Boesak, 1979, p. 16).  
The conversation on the role of the church has to take seriously the make-up of the 
church, as this affects our understanding of why things were the way they were 
under apartheid. There is the collective body of Christian churches that make up the 
Christian church, of which the white DRC was a part. As a body, the Christian 
churches preached the same gospel, but they differed in interpretation, and in this 
we find the term 'churches' to be a more appropriate term to use. 
 
3.2.2 Concrete situation: churches and the importance of the local community 
For Boesak it was important that churches remember that they are located in a 
particular community and time in history. Therefore, when we see Boesak wrestling 
with the question: what does God have to say about the forced removals in Paarl? 
This question originated in the community of Paarl, in apartheid South Africa. It is 
specific in what it is asking. Although this question is specific, it is one that could be 
asked in most oppressed groups subjected to injustice because of the law of a 
country or because of the social and political system in society. It could be a 
question asked by those classified as black-Africans under apartheid, forced to move 




mind that the texts being studied were produced for a specific context and purpose. 
In the preface to his book The Finger of God, Boesak reminds the reader that: 
A sermon is for a particular congregation, in a particular situation, at a 
particular time. It is delivered within an intimate community in which the word 
of God and other words are accepted and understood in a particular way 
(Boesak, 1979, p. xi). 
In his speeches he is intentional about ensuring that he provides some degree of 
context for what he is saying. Boesak has managed to ensure that his writings are 
rooted in concrete examples which reflect the lived experience of the people of 
South Africa. For example, during an interview with Hoekma in 1985, he made 
reference to various incidents around the world where justice was corrupted, and 
people lost their lives (Boesak, 1985). Another example was at the funeral of the 
Cradock four, where Boesak listed the number of people who have been killed in 
various townships in South Africa (Boesak, 2009(1985), p. 212). What this shows is 
that what we see as a national issue originates in local context, where individuals 
suffer, and where the local churches are called on to respond. At the funeral of the 
Cradock four Boesak referred to incidents around the country, to show people that 
what happened here is not the exception but rather the rule for the South African 
government (Boesak, 2009(1985), p. 209). While in Canada Boesak referred to 
incidents of violence against black bodies to communicate his message of the 
situation in apartheid South Africa for black people. 
Boesak found churches to be guilty of forsaking “the poor, the weak and the needy” 
(Boesak, 1986, p. 37). Churches were also guilty because “in the name of Jesus the 
church justified racism and apartheid in this country. Using biblical verses, it built a 
theology around apartheid defending it on biblical grounds in the name of Jesus” 
(Boesak, 1986, p. 37). In this context Boesak did not distinguish between the DRC 
churches that supported apartheid and the churches that stood up against apartheid, 
but rather speaks of ‘the church’. He seems to recognise that no matter how much 
the DRC may have isolated itself from other churches by supporting apartheid, it 
does not stop being a part of the Christian church. Therefore, based on Boesak’s 
argumentation here, it appears that the other Christian churches need to be held 
accountable together with the DRC. Throughout Boesak’s writing, one reads a 




against the unjust policies of the apartheid government and in articulating verbally 
what it is they are struggling for.  
Boesak recognises the power of language to undermine the efforts of the churches. 
He warns the church to beware of when the state starts using Christian language to 
promising changes that are superficial rather than substantive (Boesak 2009a(1983): 
141). When the apartheid government was introducing the new constitutional 
reforms in the 1980s, he warned the churches to be vigilant, saying “we must expect 
a time that government spokesmen will more and more employ a kind of Christian 
language, talking about love, peace and reconciliation, all for the purpose of 
undermining the watchfulness of the church” (Boesak, 1979, p. 21). Another group of 
people to be aware of is the “many blacks, the privileged under-privileged, [who] 
might discover that they have more privileges still, and they may try to pressure the 
church” (Boesak, 1979,p. 20). Language is important to Boesak who shows how it 
can be used by the government and white theologians to make the demands of the 
struggle palatable to their constituencies. The government used religious language 
to make it seem as though they are making changes, but in reality the changes they 
are making are superficial.   
 
3.2.3. Boesak’s view of the black church in apartheid South Africa 
The church with its inheritance of faith poses the danger of becoming a place where 
colonisation is reproduced should it fail to acknowledge its history and act 
accordingly. The church can reproduce colonialism structurally by denying black 
leadership the opportunity to assume real responsibility and theologically by refusing 
to ask the kind of questions that the local community are asking (Boesak 
1986b(1979), p.25, 28). In the case of apartheid South Africa, the theological 
questions being asked by the people in the pews were about poverty, injustices 
inflicted by the government and oppression (Boesak 1979, p. 16). The black church 
must be a church that stands true to its calling as the body of Christ and can stand in 
solidarity with the people who belong to it (Boesak 1986b(1979), p. 30). 
As mentioned above, there were different reasons behind the differences between 




necessitated by the established churches not meeting the needs of black people. 
One challenge for the black church is that its theology is alien – “it is a church 
dependent on an alien theology” (Boesak, 1979c, p. 21).  
This is the basis of so many maladies in the black church, our inadequate life-
style, dependence on white sources, the very acceptance and rationalization 
of the situation that makes us so dependent, lies [in] our dependency on an 
alien theology” (Boesak, 1979c, p. 19).  
This statement suggests a need to decolonise. The church had to shake off some of 
its colonial identity and become the church of the people. Is this a call for the church 
to decolonise? Possibly, as it challenges the way the church works, thinks and 
engages with the people. Based on Maldonado-Torres’ definition of the decolonial 
turn, one can conclude that this was a call for the church to decolonise. This 
conclusion is based on the understanding that a decolonial turn means a 
reformulation of fundamental questions and the starting points of reflection 
(Maldonado-Torres, 2014, p. 9). 
For Boesak (1979), the church has to recognise the need for us to speak in explicit 
terms about the black church. Boesak acknowledges the origins of the black church 
as going back to a time when black Christians walked away from white-controlled 
churches to form their own churches as part of their search for a God "who walks 
with feet among you, who has hands to heal, a God who sees you — a God who 
loves and has compassion, to quote that great leader of one of the first African 
independent churches, Isaiah Shembe” (Boesak, 1979, p. 17). According to Boesak 
it was not that blacks just walked away; they were searching for a church of their 
own.  
      
3.2.3.1 The different Christian churches in South Africa 
According to Boesak (2009a(1979), p. 48), at the national level in South Africa there 
were three kinds of churches: the black church, multiracial churches, and the white 
church. Although this division on the surface looks racially based, it is not necessarily 
so. For Boesak (1981) these divisions represent the relative position of churches to 
the policies of the South African government during the apartheid years, where the 




churches’ attitude towards the policy of apartheid split the churches into three 
positions. The first position was the churches that viewed apartheid is the will of God. 
This group consisted mainly of the white Afrikaner Dutch Reformed churches. The 
second group were churches who viewed apartheid as evil, and the third position 
consisted of those churches who saw apartheid as the best option at the moment 
(Boesak, 1981, p. 37).   
 
3.2.3.2 The Black church 
In 1979 Boesak was invited to speak on the Black Church and the struggle in South 
Africa at a South African Council of Churches conference. He saw this invitation as a 
recognition of the need to speak of a black church. According to Boesak the black 
church found itself in a situation where it was uncertain of its identity and lacked an 
authentic identity (Boesak, 2009a(1979), p. 51-52). Tshaka (2015) makes a similar 
observation about the Uniting Reformed Church of Southern Africa today, something 
that is further discussed in chapter 4, with regards to the unification debate between 
the DRC and the URCSA.   
Although Boesak does not offer a definitive description of the black church, his use 
of the phrase black church is best understood in light of his definition of blackness as 
a condition (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 17). Boesak was aware of the role experience 
plays in ‘doing’ theology. It is for this reason that he speaks of the black church. His 
choice of language is an acknowledgement of the reality in congregations. People’s 
experiences need to be recognised and affirmed. Boesak (2009a(1979)) uses the 
change in views on the experiences of blacks in multiracial churches to give insight 
into how the influence of black consciousness has helped and can still help the 
church (Boesak, 2009a(1979), p. 48). In his explanation of why black Christians in 
white churches chose to walk away from these churches, Boesak argues that they 
were searching for “authentic humanity and a true Christian church” (Boesak, 
2009a(1979), p. 50) – indicating that there is such a thing as “true” church and hence 
also churches that are not “true”. Boesak makes the following observations with 
regards to what the black church should be doing (Boesak, 2009a(1979), p. 48-62): 




● Become a part of that community for it to understand the joys, sorrows and 
aspirations of that community. 
● It must not be afraid to take a side… in this instance identifying with the 
struggle of the people. 
Having made these observations in the speech about the black church, Boesak 
recognises that most of the people he is speaking to have inherited (and are working 
in) a colonial institution, a system that is not necessarily set up to take into 
consideration the black experience.  
I am also thinking of the predominantly white image of the church: in style, in 
witness and in commitment.The structures that Blacks have inherited are 
geared to the needs of those who have no sensitivity whatsoever to the black 
situation (Boesak , 1984(1979), p. 25). 
This observation about the orientation and philosophy of the church as not being 
sensitive to the black experience is akin to the calls of decolonisation. This 
observation also raises questions about the epistemology of the black church. For 
instance, what is the church to make of the problematic history of the Christian 
church in South Africa? How is this (black) church different from the mission 
churches? How would the black church describe itself in relation to other existing 
churches?  
While for Boesak it was important that a church be true to the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
To speak of the black church, is to speak about blacks finding a space where their 
experiences of life and their faith are taken seriously. Boesak’s view is that the 
Christian faith calls on the church to be a public witness. To the churches Boesak 
has this to say: 
The Christian church can take this stand, not because it possesses earthly 
power, nor because it has "control" over the situation… It takes this stand 
because it refuses to believe that the powers of oppression, death and 
destruction have the last word. Even while facing these powers the church 
continues to believe that Jesus Christ is lord and therefore the life of the 
world. And it is this faith in the living One, this refusal to bow down to the false 
gods of death, that is the strength of the church. (Boesak, 1984, p. 373) 
Boesak not only reminds the church of its responsibility to take a stand against 




The black church was a broad movement of black Christians who shared common 
experiences and goals. These were: “the same understanding of suffering and 
oppression, and the same common goal of liberation from all forms of oppression” 
(Boesak, 1979, p. 17). The core belief of the movement according to Boesak is that it 
is movement deeply imbued with the belief that the “the God and Father of Jesus 
Christ is the God of the oppressed” (Boesak, 1979, p. 17).  
To speak of the black church in 1979, can be seen as a revolutionary act on the part 
of Boesak and the SACC. On the one hand, by identifying as black they were using 
apartheid language to separate themselves within the larger body of the Christian 
church. This had the potential of splitting churches further along racial lines. 
However, from a decolonisation perspective, this was challenging the churches in a 
similar way to how Black theology challenged theology. The challenges were 
epistemic in nature.  
For example, in the DRC, black ministers were the face of the church although the 
church was inherently white. In their theology, churches with a majority black 
congregation and black minister were dependent on the white churches in the area 
for financial support (Baloyi, 2016, p. 2 of 8). To speak of the black church in the 
terms that Boesak used challenged the way the church worked behind the scenes 
(for example, ministers not being able to speak up because it may have financial 
consequences, see van Rooi (2013). Ministers were being trained to reproduce 
apartheid and sanction it as God’s will, while being handicapped and ill-equipped to 
deal with the issues of the people.  
The type of theology that the black church chooses to embrace will influence the 
decisions the church makes when responds to injustice and the struggles of the 
people. Therefore the church has to think carefully says Boesak: 
“We should not deceive ourselves. This choice will not be easy. Now that all 
meaningful black organizations have been banned, the black church has 
become more important than ever before as a vehicle of expression of the 
legitimate aspirations of the black people” (Boesak, 1986c(1979), p. 20).  
Boesak keeps the focus of the struggle on the people, and not just on the system of 
apartheid. In the 1970s Boesak challenged the black church to take on a more active 




participate in the struggle, but he chose to equate refusal to participate in the 
struggle as disobedience to God (Boesak, 1979, p. 19). This can be seen as a play 
on language by Boesak; he used language that Christians would recognise. The way 
he framed Christian language in relation to the struggle, Christians were left with little 
choice: to do nothing was to be guilty because of your silence and indecisiveness. 
For Boesak the church would be left behind if they did not participate in the struggle. 
However, the calling of the church is that it embodies God's ideal for his broken 
world (Boesak, 1986c(1979), p. 19). The church not only had a role in the struggle 
against apartheid, but it also had a task to do. The church can participate in political 
struggle by “holding on to the criteria of the Gospel of its Lord, [this] will enable the 
church to make a meaningful contribution in keeping God's options open to people 
who in the midst of battle, through their tears, their fear or their anger oftentimes fail 
to recognize them” (Boesak, 1979, p. 19).  
 
3.2.4. The role of the church in society according to Boesak 
In Farewell to Innocence Boesak makes the observation that  
blacks realize that liberation from colonial regimes does not automatically 
mean the end of all dependency and that oppression and colonialism are 
simply continued on another level. This an indication of the complexity of the 
task that lays ahead. There is the damage of 41 years of apartheid that needs 
to be addressed, together with the damage of colonialism that has had a 
longer life span... for the first time now [we] can be more hopeful than we 
have been in the last 41 years, indeed in the last 340 years almost (Boesak, 
1979, p. 17).  
It is possible that Boesak put apartheid and colonialism in the same category due to 
their shared goal, which is oppression of the black masses, or, put differently, self-
enrichment of whites at the expense of blacks. In Boesak's writings one sees the 
complexity of the challenge faced by the churches in discerning their role in society. 
In his letter to the minister to justice in 1979, Boesak (1986b(1979), p. 37) writes that 
the church could not stay out of politics because “the term ‘kingdom’ is such a 
political term”. In 1982 in his address at the WARC meeting in Canada, he made the 
observation that Reformed Christians in South Africa – majority of whom are part of 
“the poor and oppressed” (Boesak, 1986(1982), p.117) – had the “right to know what 




The church had to engage in a process of discerning what it meant to participate in 
the struggle. For Boesak, it meant being a Christian presence in the struggle; it did 
“not mean Christianizing the struggle, ‘taking over’ as it were… [but] it does mean 
taking responsibility for the historical reality into which the kingdom of God has 
entered” (Boesak, 1986b(1981), p. 81). To spiritualise “the significance of the 
proclamation of the kingdom as the gospel of the poor which promises liberation and 
wholeness, justice and consolation in a most remarkable way” is to invite heresy 
(Boesak, 1976, p. 25). 
For Boesak, the churches’ role in apartheid South Africa was assigned to it by the 
gospel it preaches: “the church is called to an extraordinary courageous witness for 
the sake of the gospel” (Boesak, 1985, p. 373). It does this by proclaiming the 
gospel, “that Jesus Christ came to give meaningful life to the world, so that all of 
human history, all human activity can be renewed and liberated from death and 
destruction” (Boesak, 1985, p. 374). It has a responsibility, to the world because it 
belongs to God. The basis of any action taken by the church must be its faith in 
Jesus Christ, as the life of the world (Boesak, 1985, p. 374). The refrain that is 
repeated throughout Boesak’s writings on the church is the failure of the church to 
live up to the demands of the Christian gospel. Even though this has been the case 
in the past, the black church in South Africa had an opportunity during the struggle to 
live up to the demands of the gospel. 
Boesak’s choice of words suggest that the church as a collective body has to be 
willing to do this turn with the black church. In his addresses both before the South 
African Council of Churches and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, Boesak 
presents the body with actionable steps. According to Boesak there is no way 
through apartheid other than to face it head on. Compromise is not an option, the 
tone of Boesak’s address took on a militant tone: “And here the black church is 
called to be wide awake, to remember to take as its criterion not the privileges of 
those who already have more than others, but the justice done to ‘the least of the 
brethren’. It must always remember that an evil system cannot be modified — it has 
to be eradicated” (Boesak, 1986b(1979), p. 20).  
Boesak’s awareness of how churches work is likely what led him to use language 




day face us — it is facing us now” (Boesak, 1979, p. 19). This was something 
Boesak sensed the young people to be aware of. Boesak (1979, p. 19) maintained 
that while some young people had left the church, there were those who had 
remained in the church, and the church needed to do its best not to disappoint them. 
Those young Christians who remained in the church were not going to be passive, 
waiting on the church, but instead they had “a highly sensitized political 
consciousness; with probing, critical questions about the nature and the witness of 
the Church” (Boesak, 1979, p. 19). Boesak expressed the view “that the black 
church does not yet know how to deal with this new generation” (Boesak, 1979, p. 
19). In the preface to Farewell to innocence Boesak says, “theologically speaking, 
blacks must take this responsibility and formulate in their own words their level of 
belief in God. They can no longer hide behind the theological formulas created by 
someone else” (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 12). By this is meant that the black church 
together with the people needed to reevaluate their inheritance of faith. This speaks 
to the need for the church to critically engage with its witness and theological 
method.  
For Boesak Black theology takes “its cue from this biblical message, refuses to let go 
of the truth that one cannot speak about God’s love without also speaking of his 
righteousness, his justice, which becomes concrete in his relation to human beings 
and the relations of people among themselves” (Boesak,1977(1976), p. 21). In his 
writings following his return from Kampen, the influence of the Black Consciousness 
Movement and the South African context shaped his formulation of Black theology.  
 
3.3 Theology 
Boesak’s used the following descriptive rather than definitive definition of “Theology 
as the product of a believing community, sharing and experiencing history with God” 
(Boesak, 1976, p. 16). According to Boesak (1977(1976), p. 17), Third World 
theologians speak of ‘doing theology’ as a way of capturing how “theology becomes 
a liberating activity with an openness to the world and to the future, a prophetic word, 
but also a prophetic manifestation of the Word.” When Boesak was writing in the 
1970s, the terms third and first world theologies were accepted as it was a 




Boesak, who identified as a black theologian of liberation, considers liberation 
theology to be a proclamation of the biblical gospel, which has been “liberated from 
the deadly hold of the mighty and the powerful and made relevant to the situation of 
the oppressed and the poor” (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 15). When Boesak talks about 
liberation theology, it is worth bearing in mind that for him “Black theology is a 
theology of liberation” (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 11). This comment by Boesak gives 
the reader insight to how Boesak saw the link between liberation theology and Black 
theology. Boesak chooses his words carefully. Although he talks about liberation 
theology, in the context of discussing it in relation to the church he talks about a 
theology of liberation. 
Boesak has described Black theology as a contextual theology that is done by black 
Christians through a process of theological reflection on black suffering and a quest 
for liberation (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 9). Liberation theology is a framework which 
hosts theologies such as Black theology in South Africa, Black theology in the USA, 
and Latin American theology of liberation (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 2). His definition 
of Black theology focuses more on the situation black people find themselves in. He 
is of the view that Black theology “is always done within a particular situation. The 
situation of blackness in South Africa is the unavoidable context within which 
theological reflection of black Christians take place” (Boesak,1979, p. 16). It is within 
this context that Boesak does his work as a theologian and political activist. This 
section is focused on Boesak’s take on the theological method and the theologies 
that were central to his thinking.  
According to Boesak, Black theology is the kind of contextual theology that is 
prophetic in character and “takes from the past what is good, thereby offering a 
critique of the present and opening perspectives for the future” (Boesak, 1976, p. 
18). Black theology is a black understanding of the Gospel (Boesak, 1985, p. 96). 
Boesak goes on to share the realisation that as a result of this, Christians: 
have come to realize that people are being influenced by their social and 
economic environment, and that their thinking is influenced by the social 
conditions in which they live. We recognize that Christians living in different 
situations will have different understandings of life, as well as vastly different 





This explains the various interpretations of the gospel. For the oppressed it is a 
message of liberation; for the oppressor, it affirms their exploitation and oppression. 
One of the things immediately noticeable in the work of Boesak is that he sees 
himself as part of the oppressed masses. He defines “blackness (the state of 
oppression) [as] not only a colour” (Boesak, 1979, p. 17). The oppressed masses 
consist of people experiencing various levels of oppression.  
The people who influenced Boesak’s Black theology came from different contexts 
and backgrounds. Boesak's understanding of Black theology as a theology of 
liberation is influenced by the works of James Cone and Gustavo Gutiérrez, who he 
understands to be saying that “theology comes to mean man’s (sic) critical reflection 
on himself (sic), on his (sic) own basic principles, a clear and critical attitude 
regarding economic, socio-cultural issues in the life and reflection of the Christian 
community” (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 11). Gutierrez is a Latin American liberation 
theologian and is seen as one of the founders of liberation theology. James Cone is 
an American black theologian and the father of Black theology in the USA.  
Boesak (1986, p. 9) also points out that Black theology is born in the community of 
the oppressed; where the black experience is taken seriously. It is the responsibility 
of black theologians to do this theology alongside and together with the black 
community. When doing theology with the black community, religious leaders need 
to take seriously the call of “Black Theology [which] maintains that you cannot talk 
about God’s love without talking about God’s righteousness or justice, which become 
concrete in his relation to human beings and the relations of people among 
themselves” (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 21). 
 
3.3.1 Boesak’s audiences and interlocutors 
To understand Boesak’s theological discourse we need to have some information 
about his audiences and interlocutors. In chapter 2, we discussed Boesak’s 
identification as being black. This analysis is helpful as it provides insight into his 
positionality relative to his interlocutors and audiences. He was invited to the funeral 
of the Cradock four because he was known as a political activist and minister fighting 




Boesak would adjust his discourse depending on who he was addressing. He was 
able in speeches to address his words to his interlocutors and to the broader 
audience. In his speech at the funeral of the Cradock four, for instance, Boesak 
addresses himself first to the people, and midway through his speech he addresses 
himself directly to the South African Government, then to “our white brothers and 
sisters”, calling on them to hold accountable those who were responsible for the 
murders (Boesak, 2009(1985), p. 210). He calls on whites to stand in solidarity, and 
to give their commitment to the black struggle. What Boesak is asking of whites may 
be more than what they are willing to give. He recognises this when he says: 
I hope that you will go away from this funeral today with more than mere 
sympathy in your hearts, because we do not need that. We need your total 
commitment to the struggle; we need your joining in the struggle, we need 
your voices heard. We need not only your hearts; we need your bodies in the 
struggle” (Boesak, 2009(1985), p. 211). 
By spelling things out as he did, Boesak was making an indirect reference to what 
blacks have to sacrifice for participating in the struggle. The death of the Cradock 
four is one example of what can happen when bodies are put on the line. 
Most of Boesak’s sermons and speeches had a specific audience, which gave 
nuance to what he was saying. In this we see how Boesak adjusted his message for 
when he spoke to his interlocutors or when addressing a different audience. In the 
preface to the Finger of God Boesak, identified the audience as the students at 
universities, and the overarching theme was “the socio-political responsibility of the 
Christian” (Boesak, 1979b, p. xii). This suggests that Boesak wanted to help the 
students as Christians to come to a better understanding of their role was in the 
struggle against apartheid. In describing his role in relation to his immediate 
audience and the wider audience Boesak made the following disclaimer: “this is how 
one preacher understands the Gospel, with reference to South Africa’s socio-political 
reality, and this is how he himself professes the kingship of Jesus Christ in this 
context” (Boesak, 1979b, p. xii).  
The composition of the audiences Boesak had to address during the struggle makes 
us aware of the complexity of the task before him. Boesak’s main interlocutors were 
the oppressed people of South Africa, the students at UWC when he was their 




the people on the periphery, with whom Boesak chose to engage in the struggle 
against apartheid) were people who had some power to effect change in South 
Africa, directly and indirectly, such as colleagues in the white DRC, members of the 
apartheid government (e.g. the minister of justice), and international audiences (e.g. 
WARC).  
During his speech at the funeral of the Cradock four, Boesak opened his speech by 
referring to the people as “my brothers and sisters”, "our people” (Boesak A. A., 
2009(1985), p. 207). Boesak was known to the people of Cradock, as he had visited 
before the funeral. In his opening, Boesak alludes to events and incidents that would 
have been familiar to the people (Boesak, 2009(1985), p. 212). When he was 
speaking in 1985, claiming the Cradock four as part of his story is an indication that 
he identifies with the suffering of the people in that moment. It is also a testament to 
the success of the Black Consciousness Movement2 (BCM) in uniting oppressed 
people. As a coloured speaking to a largely black community about the murder of 
four black-African men (the Cradock four), and referring to them as brothers and 
sisters, this was an act of resistance against a government that was intentionally 
creating a racial hierarchy among the oppressed people of South Africa. 
When it comes to interlocutors (that is, his choice of conversation partners), Boesak 
writes in broad terms about the people who have allowed him to speak on their 
behalf. He uses variations of 'the people of South Africa', 'South Africa’s people’, ‘my 
brothers and sisters’, ‘our people’, ‘our nation’, 'and the people'. When Boesak uses 
the terms ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘our’, he is referring to two groups of people. Firstly, he 
speaks of the oppressed masses, of which he sees himself as a part (for example “-
1976- when hundreds of our children died in that township…” (Boesak,1990, p. 465). 
And secondly he speaks of Christians: ”for those of us who believe…” (Boesak, 
1990, p. 465).   
 
                                            
2The Black Consciousness Movement, as understood and described by Boesak, is “the awareness of black 
people that their humanity is constituted by their blackness”, to which he adds “it means that black people are 
no longer ashamed that they are black, that they have a black history and a black culture distinct from the 




3.3.2. Praxis in Boesak’s writing 
Praxis here refers to how Boesak went about engaging with the issues of the day, 
through a process of reflection on the issue and taking action to solve the problem. 
The definition of praxis used in this research is based on the definition put forward by 
Paulo Freire, which states that praxis is “reflection and action directed at the 
structures to be transformed” (Freire, 2000, p. 126). Following the encounter with a 
congregant while a minister in Paarl, Boesak was challenged to be engaged directly 
with the issues faced by people in their lives in the world – the struggles they faced 
outside the church walls. Boesak’s action was to see if the theology he learned could 
be of help in this regard. He came to the conclusion that the response he gave to the 
challenge by the congregant was not sufficient by his own estimation. It is important 
to mention that it would take Boesak approximately another eight years, before he 
engaged in political activism as a minister in the church. He was associated with a 
church that supported apartheid, going so far as to justify it theologically.  
The starting point for Boesak in addressing this challenge was stating that the 
problem is not with the bible in of itself, but rather with the interpretation of the bible. 
Boesak gives an example of how Western commentators of the bible would 
spiritualise texts that lie at the heart of the theology of liberation by reading them in a 
purely spiritual manner (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 22). In doing this they reflected the 
western pattern of thought which is dualistic (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 23), and in 
doing this the situation of blackness and being oppressed was not taken seriously.   
Although the issue is not with the bible itself, how people interpret and reflect on it 
matters as it may lead to the wrong action. Boesak shows a deep understanding of 
how Christian catchphrases, such as “Jesus life of the world” can ring hollow for a 
people subjected to a life of suffering and oppression (Boesak, 1985, p. 371). “This 
affirmation is never a triumphalistic war-cry. It is never a slogan built on might and 
power. It is a confession in the midst of weakness, suffering and death. It is the quiet, 
subversive piety which the Christian church cannot do without” (Boesak, 1985, p. 
372). For Boesak, “the black experience provides the framework within which blacks 
understand the revelation of God in Jesus Christ” (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 16). The 
definition of theology as Boesak (drawing on Gutiérrez and Cone) understands is 




in the light of the Word (of God), accepted in faith and inspired by a practical purpose 
– therefore linked to historical praxis” (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 16). Boesak uses 
these definitions to explain that in Black theology and in a theology of liberation, the 
starting point is the human being and their situation (Boesak, 1986(1981-2), p. 60, 
65).   
In his explanation of God’s act of liberation, Boesak (1986(1980), p. 48) sees this as 
a series of movements that have happened throughout history, from the time when 
God acts in the Old Testament to the life and times of Jesus. This has not stopped 
some Western theologians, whose views have been taken as the final authority, from 
over-spiritualising what the text says. “The situation of blackness, of being oppressed 
was never taken seriously by Western Christian theology. The tendency to 
spiritualise the biblical message is still dominant” (Boesak, 1986(1981a), p. 96). 
Boesak “warns that this excessive spiritualization is something we should profoundly 
distrust” (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 23). He goes on to say that “liberation is not merely 
part of the gospel, nor merely ‘one of the key words’ of the gospel, it is content and 
framework of the whole biblical message” (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 20). Christians 
should take seriously the physical needs of people as much as the spiritual wellbeing 
of people. 
During the apartheid years, Boesak described the South African government as 
“blatantly unjust, oppressive, undemocratic, unrepresentative” (Boesak, 1986, p. 9). 
The impact of this system resulted in the breakup of black families, as it forced black 
men and women to leave their homes to work in the city, where they were expected 
to live as eunuchs (Boesak, 1986(1983), p. 152). Boesak identifies the apartheid 
government as the powerful ruling people, theologically endorsed by the white 
Reformed churches (Boesak, 1986(1982), p. 109). Boesak's struggle was against 
the political, social and economic injustices of apartheid, and also against the 
colonisation of the gospel by the colonial and Dutch Reformed missionaries. While 
the missionaries could not be engaged directly during the struggle, he was in a 
position to engage the apartheid government and the churches who sanctioned 
apartheid. For Boesak white liberals were obstacles to the efforts of black people in 
the struggle. Boesak’s emphasis on missionaries is a reference to the people who 




Boesak describes the uniqueness of apartheid to be the claim that it is based on 
Christian principles (1986c(1981), p. 92). What makes this unique according to 
Boesak (1986a(1981), pp. 92-93) is that with colonialism, the missionaries went out 
to further the agenda of the colonialists, whereas apartheid was sold as an 
imperative of the biblical gospel. Boesak (1986a(1981), p. 99) challenged this, 
saying that a Christian government would look after all its people, not just a few. For 
a government to claim to be Christian and upholding Christian standards, it was 
appealing to the idea that it had been divinely appointed. This stands in contradiction 
with the beliefs of the church that “the bible provides us with the fundamental 
principles of justice, love, and peace” (Boesak, (1986a(1981), p. 104). 
The reflection and action in Boesak’s praxis is twofold. firstly, there is the situation in 
the life of Jesus, and secondly the situation in the life of the Christian churches. This 
is a recognition that the life of Jesus originated in a specific historical situation with 
particular challenges of oppression and injustice. The churches under apartheid 
found themselves in a situation with its own challenges in the form of apartheid. 
 
3.4. Non-racialism 
Non-racialism as described by Boesak (2009a(1983)) is a state where racial 
differences are overcome. It is a state where race is not the dominant factor in how 
people engage with each. Boesak (2009a(1983), p. 134) is of the view that there is a 
need to undo to whatever extent possible some of the divisions sown by the 
apartheid government through its racial segregation policies and its anti-
detribalisation programme. Although the focus of the struggle against apartheid was 
on race, it was also government policy to divide people on 'tribal' lines. This meant 
that although democracy to some degree brought with it the engagement of blacks 
and whites on new terms, divisions among the black masses went undealt with. The 
result has been the reproduction of oppressive dominance and the ongoing 
marginalisation of some groups in democratic South Africa.    
In apartheid South Africa race was the determining factor in where one lived, where 
one went to school and university, and who one was allowed to marry. Boesak 




we must turn to one other important question, namely the question of whites 
and blacks working together… they are saying to us that white people cannot 
play a meaningful role in the struggle for justice in this country because they 
are always, by definition the oppressor. Because the oppression of our people 
wears a white face, because the laws are made by a white government, 
because we are suffering so much under a system created and maintained by 
white people, they say there can be no cooperation between white and black 
until this is changed (Boesak, 2009b(1983), p. 149).  
In this statement Boesak raised two issues with regards to non-racialism: power 
dynamics and reconciliation. Boesak was able to make this statement, because of 
his definition of ‘black’ which was informed by BCM. In doing this Boesak was 
presenting a different way of engaging the discourse on race and the future of South 
Africa. Self-identifying as black, was a way of saying that black people in South 
Africa are fully human in their own right. Central to Boesak’s statement is human 
relationships. In as much as the people who supported and implemented apartheid 
were white, Boesak cautions that 
… it is not true that apartheid has the support of all white people. There are 
those who have struggled with us, who have gone to jail, who have been 
tortured and banned. There are those who died in the struggle for justice. And 
we must not allow our anger for apartheid to become the basis for a blind 
hatred for all white people. Let us not build our struggle upon hatred, 
bitterness and a desire for revenge. Let us even now seek to lay the 
foundation for reconciliation between white and black in this country by 
working together, praying together, struggling together for justice (Boesak, 
2009b(1983), p. 149-150). 
The issue of non-racialism will be elaborated under the two themes of power and 
reconciliation. The other element that will have to be considered is the divisions 
caused among the oppressed people.  
 
3.4.1. Power 
When Boesak describes power, it is not an abstract thing that one person has but 
another does not have. Boesak (1977(1976), p. 41) defines power as a social and 
relational reality. His definition of power is much more explicit in how power functions 
in human relationships. For example, in apartheid South Africa, the dominant 
function was that of ‘power-over-others’ (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 43). This was put 




quotes Dr Verwoerd as having said “a black child must not get the kind of education 
that will give that child the idea that he or she can have the same position as a white 
child in South African society” (Boesak, 1981, p. 33). This approach imbedded 
inequality into the system. It also called on black children to internalise the idea that 
they are inferior to whites. For white children it conditioned them to internalise their 
superiority to blacks.   
Boesak’s first book Farewell to innocence (1976(1977)) shows a recognition of the 
agency of people. In his description of the relationship between blacks and whites, 
Boesak calls on blacks to realise that they can choose to opt out of this relationship 
by recognising their agency (Boesak, 1979). In an interview about the possibility of 
reconciliation in South Africa, Boesak makes the following statement: 
The key to peaceful change in South Africa does not really lie in the hands of 
black people. It is the white people who have the right to vote and who hold so 
much political and economic power which can bring about the changes in that 
society which will avert the danger of war (Boesak, 1985, p. 546). 
What Boesak suggested in this comment is that there were two parties in the 
struggle. It also drew attention to the imbalance of power between the two parties – 
an imbalance in power. Therefore, he argued that negotiations would depend on the 
willingness of white people to give up some of their power. In this same interview, 
Boesak also identified the international community as having a role to play and 
having some influence that could bring about peaceful change. For van Dijk (1995) 
various groups of people and professionals have control over their immediate sphere 
of influence, and this should not be overlooked.  
Van Dijk (1995, p. 20) uses the word 'control' to define social power. Looking at the 
impact of Boesak's words and actions, the word 'influence' seems to be more 
appropriate than 'control'. For Boesak power is neutral in of itself; how it is used 
determines whether it is a force for good or ill in society (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 42). 
In his discussion on the black church he put forward the criteria by which white 
people can participate in the struggle, they had to be willing to be led by a black 
person, thus giving up their power (Boesak 1979). He made it clear that the white 




who have understood their own guilt in the oppression of black people as a 
corporate responsibility, who have genuinely repented and have been 
genuinely converted; those who have committed themselves to the struggle 
for liberation and who through their commitment have taken upon themselves 
the condition of blackness in South Africa (Boesak,1979, p. 17).  
Based on Boesak’s argument on power in Farewell to Innocence, one of the shifts in 
power dynamics that Boesak is advocating in this comment is that the concept of 
power as meaning power over others, must be replaced by a concept of power that 
means power shared with others (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 42).  
The South African Students Organisation (SASO), in addressing the question 'who is 
black?' speaks to the concept of power as shared with others: 
The black umbrella we are creating for ourselves at least helps us to make 
sure that if we are not working as a unit at least the various units should be 
working in the same direction, being complimentary to each other wherever 
possible. By all means be proud of your Indian heritage or your African 
culture… [this] is a deliberate attempt by all of us to counteract the “divide and 
rule” attitude of the evil doers (SASO Newsletter, September 1970, as quoted 
in (Gerhart, 1979, p. 278). 
Here we see the founders of Black Consciousness saying that the oppressed 
masses should strive for mutual flourishing, while maintaining their unique identity as 
people. What is of interest is the kind of relationship, that is being alluded to. The 
relationship aspect of this statement, although not explicitly stated, is important. The 
statement is addressed to one’s ‘black brother' (Gerhart, 1979, p. 278) because of 




Boesak cautioned against moving to reconciliation too quickly. He defined 
reconciliation as “exposure, the unmasking of sin and a process of restitution… it 
means sharing pain and suffering… it means the willingness to pay the price” 
(Boesak, 1985, p. 78). For Boesak “true reconciliation cannot take place without 
confrontation. Reconciliation is not feeling good, it is coming to grips with evil” 
(Boesak, 2009a(1979), p. 59). For him “churches and Christians have used 




African situation” (Boesak, 1985, p. 78). Boesak's definition of reconciliation, requires 
that there be some conversation about the injustice or hurt caused, and some act to 
correct; justice is part of reconciliation. He goes on to say that “too many have been 
unwilling to understand that reconciliation is costly” (Boesak, 1985, p. 78). It is not 
cheap (Boesak, 1985, p. 77). Using it as a cheap, easy way out involves failing to 
recognise that “it presupposes alienation from others, from God, from ourselves 
even” (Boesak, 1985, p. 78). It is not enough for reconciliation to acknowledge the 
alienation; whatever measures are taken to remedy the situation need to take into 
consideration the reasons for the alienation (Boesak, 1985, p. 78). Based on this 
definition, for reconciliation to take place whites would have to repent for the sin of 
apartheid and show a willingness to change. Repentance is part of reconciliation for 
Boesak. In his reflection on the parable of the lost son, Boesak states that “In order 
to return to life repentance and reconciliation is needed” (Boesak, 1985, p. 78). He 
criticised Christians and churches for using reconciliation as a way to avoid real 
issues (Boesak, 1985, p. 78).  
True reconciliation has far-reaching consequences; “it will have political, social and 
economic consequences” (Boesak, 1985, p.78). Boesak’s position of rejecting any 
form of peace or reconciliation that is not attached to justice was a brave one. It may 
have seemed selfish to those who thought every little concession on the part of the 
apartheid government was something worth celebrating. In his 1983 response to the 
new constitution, Boesak encouraged people to “continue to strive, to build, even 
now in the midst of the struggle, the foundation for genuine reconciliation between 
black and white South Africa” (Boesak, 2009b(1983), p.142). Boesak was of the 
opinion that the church had to prepare itself to not only confront the state, but also to 
confront fellow Christians, black and white, in pursuit of reconciliation. 
 
3.5. Boesak’s public theology  
When we speak of Boesak’s public theology, we speak of the public theology of a 
black theologian. Boesak’s public theology is best understood as a method, as it 
gives guidelines on how to take action towards a particular end. As a young minister 




apartheid, the oppression and poverty, the theological task before Boesak was for 
him to be attentive to these issues. Addressing these issues required that figuratively 
and literally leave the pulpit and go into society. His public theology is informed by a 
call for the liberation of oppressed people, and the dismantling of the apartheid 
system. In leaving the church building, it suggests a shift in how people and ordained 
ministers are to view the church – a shift away from the concept that the church is an 
institution which exists in society but does not concern itself with the lives of people 
in their worldly life. Biko made the following observation with regards to worship: 
“worship was not a specialised function that found expression once a week in a 
building, but rather it featured in our wars, our beer drinking, our dances and our 
customs in general” (Biko, 1987(1973), p. 45). Boesak’s choice in a public theology 
that took an interest in the daily lives of the people, reflects Biko’s view of how 
Africans worship. Where worship was a way of life rather than something done once 
a week. Fighting for justice, is a continuation of worship. 
Based on the discussion in this chapter, public theology as presented in Boesak’s 
work has its agenda for action determined by the oppressed individuals and their 
aspirations. This requires a shift in how theologians approach their engagement with 
oppressed people. Buttelli (2012, p. 104) describes public theology as existing in 
tension between theory and praxis. Theologians should not approach the oppressed 
with ready-made solutions. This is a lesson that Boesak learned early in his ministry. 
The people knew and loved God; what they needed to hear was what God had to 
say about their oppression. 
Based on the discussion in this chapter, Boesak’s approach to public theology can 
be said to have involved a two-pronged approach: the leadership of the churches 
had to go 'down' to the level of the people, and the people had to rise above their 
immediate circumstances and be prepared to take up leadership in the churches 
(see especially section 2.2 and 3.3.1).  
The situation in the life of the church at an organisational level plays an important 
role in the effectiveness of the church as a force for good in society. As mentioned in 
chapter 2, black ministers and black worship communities in the DRC family of 
churches did not have full autonomy. The key decision-makers in the leadership of 




them financially. The power dynamics between churches in belonging to the DRC 
family of churches, was such that the white church could exercise power over the 
black church. Based on the organisational structure of the DRC family of churches, 
we can deduce that theologically and economically it was organised to serve the 
interests of whites. To this Boesak would respond by calling for the black church to 
instead identify with the community it serves, and not to be afraid to identify with the 
struggles of the people. The black church would have to evaluate its epistemology. 
In doing this, the church should remain true to the gospel. The role of the black 
church is to ensure that blacks have a space where their life experiences and faith 
are taken seriously. 
The life of Boesak gives us insight into the difficult position in which black ministers 
in Christian churches found themselves. Boesak occupies an interesting position, 
being a minister in one of the daughter churches of the DRC and being Reformed 
and black. Reformed theology was the theology used by the architects of apartheid 
to offer theological justifications for apartheid. Boesak’s experience as a young 
pastor, and his personal experience of being on the receiving end of the Group 
Areas Act, forced him firstly to reflect on his identity: was he going to allow the 
apartheid government to decide who he was, or was he going to choose for himself? 
Him choosing to identify as black was an act of defiance against the apartheid policy. 
Secondly, it also forced him to reflect critically on the Reformed theology that he was 
taught and had to preach, as it was the theology used to theologically justify 
apartheid as God’s will. While Boesak was going through personal transformation, 
he had to find alternative theological voices to help preach the gospel to the people. 
Boesak was a voice from the margins, who was trained and educated by the 
dominant system. As a black minister. Boesak had to reconcile within himself the 
position that he held in the church, his responsibility to the people, and the 
obligations imposed on him by the church as an organisation. The role of the black 
minister who is reliant on the church for their pay is not explicitly addressed in the 
public theology of Boesak. However, we can infer from the life of Boesak, that black 
ministers had a responsibility to the people they served. Where this leaves ministers, 
who are not public figures like Boesak, is unclear. Public theology is meant to force 




In the context of apartheid South Africa, when the struggle was for justice and 
human rights, it is understandable that the dominant narrative would be about issues 
of race, as racial differences were used to dehumanise black people and to treat 
them in an unjust fashion (Boesak, 1986(1982), p. 112). The concept of 'separate 
development' along racial lines was used by the government to justify its policies. 
Boesak affirmed the personhood of everyone and saw the individual person as an 
agent for change. It is out of this affirmation of the person that transformation of 
structures begins to take place because people recognise that the structure was not 
set up to account for their needs and aspirations. Issues of non-racialism, 
reconciliation, power, and so forth in the public theology of Boesak are a recognition 
that after the apartheid system has been dismantled there are human lives, 
communities and relationships that need to be rebuilt. Reconciliation, power and 
justice are some of the building blocks of non-racialism as advocated by Boesak. 
The role of reconciliation in the public theology of Boesak is to act as a guard rail. 
Boesak has lamented how quickly the church moved to reconciliation without taking 
the necessary time to ensure that justice was done, as reflected in the Belhar 
confession and the Kairos documents. Reconciliation as defined by Boesak is a 
process that encompasses justice, which should lead people to having access and 
participating in the decision-making process, on the way forward. 
Boesak’s public theology begins with the individual who recognises that the system 
is unjust, and then seeks to transform it. His first book farewell to innocence, is a 
reminder of the shared humanity of the oppressed and the oppressor. In his writing 
Boesak(1976) highlights individuals who represents the state, and attempts to 
appeal to their humanity. When he speaks of the government he speaks of a system. 
Boesak has admitted that for him when it comes to commitment, depth and wisdom, 
he is “more persuaded by those people who speak not out of book learning but out of 
their life experience, out of the commitment of their faith, than by almost anybody 
else. They have the right to participate much more fully in the life of the church” 
(Boesak, 1985, p. 550).  
A correct diagnosis of the issue is an important part of Boesak's public theology. 




explicitly to the best of one’s ability. It is also necessary to be clear on the choice of 
interlocutors. For Boesak, apartheid was not only a heresy; it was also  
intrinsically a violent system. Violence is built into its inequality, its disrespect 
for black human beings. The undermining of our human dignity, which is part 
and parcel of the South African legal system, is a kind of systemic violence; 
and there is also the physical, military violence which the South African 
government has to employ in order to maintain its power and to intimidate the 
people (Boesak, 1985, p. 547).  
In most of his writings, Boesak has at the forefront of his thought process the issues 
faced by the oppressed black people of South Africa. He clearly identifies the 
oppressor as the white apartheid government, people who abuse their power with 
the help of the white Dutch Reformed churches. He takes it further by suggesting a 
process by which reconciliation may be possible. What we learn from Boesak’s 
comments to whites is that the struggle was a struggle for all the people of South 
Africa, black and white.  
 
3.6. Concluding remarks  
Boesak’s Public theology was examined and outlined in this chapter. Here it suffices 
to remind the reader that his public theology can be described as a method that is 
concerned with issues of justice and ending the unjust system of apartheid. Boesak 
in his writings chooses to focus on specific issues rather than on justice in broad 
terms. By taking on specific issues, Boesak is breaking down the big issues into 
small chunks which can be addressed through specific actions. This also means that 
the local church does not lose sight of the local issues. This approach shows how 
Boesak’s public theology can help churches in their engagement with issues faced 
by communities. It is also an invitation to churches and theologians to think critically 
about their theology.  
The interest in Boesak’s public theology was motivated by wanting to make sense of 
the role of the church in society if its vision was informed by liberation theology. 
Boesak’s public theology links the issues faced by the people with the issues faced 
by the church. The issues faced by the Christian church internally are issues that are 




own internal struggles, and it is for this reason that the term 'churches' is a better 
description of the Christian church in South Africa. Even though the churches have 
differences, there is much that the church can do to help society as it strives to be a 
force for good in society. The role of the church in society is influenced by the gospel 
it preaches; how it shows and puts into practice the demands of the gospel is 
determined by the people, who make up the local community. It is not just the needs 
of the people that need to be addressed, but also their aspirations. According to 
Boesak’s public theology, the church is encouraged keep its focus on the issues 
faced by the local community. Where possible, it can engage and work with 
churches in other communities facing similar issues. 
Boesak’s public theology developed at a time when matters were relatively black and 
white (both literally and figuratively), and the idea of a shared enemy brought people 
together. In post-apartheid South Africa, things seem more complicated: racism and 
discrimination have taken on more subtle forms. The quest for unity seems to be 
littered with obstacles, but this does not mean that unity is not possible. Although 
South Africa had a somewhat smooth transition after the first democratic elections in 
1994, life on the ground in racially divided local communities seems to be hard to 
reconcile. This is demonstrated in the two case studies chosen to examine what 
Boesak’s public theology may or may not contribute to the debates related to 














Chapter 4: Application of Boesak’s public theology in two contemporary case 
studies 
4.1. Introduction 
This chapter is centered on the question of what public theology (particularly 
regarding the role of the church in society as it is articulated in the work of Boesak) 
could contribute to the decolonisation debate in South Africa today.  
As explained in the previous chapter, Boesak’s approach to public theology, was the 
more explicit of the two approaches outlined by Koopman (2003, p. 3). It consisted of 
public engagement of theology with the aim of addressing the issues faced by 
society. For Boesak it was important that church leaders meet the people where they 
are. He goes further by challenging the oppressed people to rise to the challenge – 
that is to recognise that they have (some) agency to effect change.  
The objective of this chapter is to examine how Boesak’s public theology fairs when 
put into conversation with contemporary issues faced by South African society. Two 
case studies have been chosen for this exercise. It is important to note that these 
case studies are specific to a particular local context. This localisation brings with it 
limitations to the conclusions that may be drawn with regards to Boesak’s public 
theology on the role of the church. This dissertation does not aim to give universal 
answers, but rather to explore the possibilities vis-à-vis the two case studies. 
Boesak’s public theology (as outlined in Chapter 3) was located in a specific context 
at a particular time in history; in this chapter this theology is brought into 
conversation with another context. 
The two contemporary case studies discussed in this chapter share similar 
underlying themes to Boesak’s context when his public theology was being formed. 
In both case studies, the power dynamics in the relationships is being challenged by 
the issues that manifest themselves. The two case studies that have been chosen 
are related to issues of relationships between two parties. In the first case study, the 
issue is between two racial group, black-Africans and Indians. The second case 
study is about the relationship between two churches which used to belong to the 




I read both case studies as being concerned with a renegotiation of the power 
dynamics between the two parties. More specifically, the first case study is about the 
comments made by Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) leader Julius Malema about 
Indians during the 2017/2018 election campaign, and the second case study is about 
the unification debate between the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) and the Uniting 
Reformed Church of Southern Africa (URCSA). In apartheid South Africa Indians 
enjoyed economic power over black-Africans, and the DRC has historically enjoyed 
power over the DRMC and the DRCA, who have joined to become URCSA.  
These case studies were chosen as they bring attention to the importance of 
decolonisation as an ongoing process. The case studies relate in particular to issues 
of decolonisation of race relations and of inherited institutions. The first case study is 
primarily about decolonisation of being. What makes this case study about 
decolonisation is that although the difference between Indians and black-Africans is 
noted and was accepted under the BC movement, how the two racial groups were 
socially classified was determined by the apartheid government. According to 
Ndlovu-Gatsheni colonialism was “engaged in a redefinition of the human species, 
socially classifying and racially hierarchising rather than inventing common 
humanity” (2019, p. 200). This created a zone of being and non-being to describe the 
humanity of the coloniser and the colonised respectively. SASO for its part, in 
answering the question 'who is black?' was pushing back against the “coloniality of 
race as an organizing principle” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2019, p. 213). Part of 
decolonisation is going back to basics to renegotiate these classifications and 
deciding to keep them or to redefine them. The coming together of different 
oppressed people of South Africa under the umbrella of blackness is an example of 
the decolonisation of one’s identity.  
The colonisation project dehumanised people so that they could be exploited 
economically. The second case study is primarily chosen because it illustrates the 
quest for the decolonisation of power, that is to change how power is used. From 
Boesak’s public theology, this would mean shifting from having power over another, 
to sharing power with others. The relationship between the churches was 





This chapter is divided into two main parts, each of which introduces one case study, 
and then puts the issues raised by the case study into conversation with Boesak’s 
public theology as described in the previous chapters.  
 
4.2. Case study 1: Julius Malema and the Indian question 
4.2.1. Introducing the first case study 
In March 2019, the South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) released its 
finding on cases that were brought before it regarding statements made by 
Economic Freedom Fighters leader, Julius Malema. The SAHRC was asked to 
investigate these statements for hate speech, and ultimately found Malema not guilty 
on the charges of hate speech. The SAHRC was asked to investigate two remarks 
made by Julius Malema: 
August 2017, Mr Malema stated the following: Here in Durban, here in KZN, 
everything strategic is given to Indian families... every big tender is given to 
Indian families... they are the ones who own everything strategic here in KZN. 
We don’t have a problem: We are saying share with our people. We also want 
to call upon our fellow Indians here in Natal to respect Africans, they are ill-
treating them. We don’t want that to continue here in Natal. They are treating 
them worse than Afrikaners will do. This is not an anti-Indian statement, it’s 
the truth. If we tell whites the truth; if we tell blacks the truth, we can as well 
tell Indians the truth. They must treat our people properly here in Kwa-Zulu 
Natal (South African Human Rights Commission, 2019, p. 8.1).  
The second statement the SAHRC was asked to investigate was:  
On 16 June 2018, Mr Malema made the following statement in the North 
West: We were not all oppressed the same. Indians had all sorts of resources 
Africans didn’t have, Coloureds as well... The majority of Indians hate 
Africans. The majority of Indians are racist. I’m not saying all, I’m saying 
majority (South African Human Rights Commission, 2019, p. 10.1)  
Malema has defended himself, saying he was not saying anything new. He made 
reference to how the public response to the comments (that Indians are racist) 
differed based on who was making the comment (Video: ENCA 2018a) He went on 
to lament that when Judge Zak Yacoob made the same comment about Indians 
being racist, it was acceptable, and yet when he made the same comment it was 
seen as racist (video: ENCA 2018a). In the same video Malema also made reference 




should recognise that they too suffered at the hands of the apartheid government. 
This issue should take into account the historical relationship.  
Van Dijk gives the following example of how language can be a distraction. “Hate 
speech is the wrong term. It emphasizes hate and emotions; emphasizes things that 
are personal. These are things that are personal” (Van Dijk, 2013). Racism has to do 
with power, domination and the reproduction of domination. If you have power and 
control over others, you can control what they can and cannot do. It limits the 
freedom of people. It not only limits the social practices of a person, but also has an 
impact on the mind. Any kind of domination should be analysed at the cognitive and 
the social level. Malema, in his statements, made reference to the economic power 
that Indians in KwaZulu-Natal hold.  
In the introduction to its report, the SAHRC makes the following observation with 
regards to race issues in the country: “From experience, it is clear that issues of 
race, especially discrimination based on race, is an emotive issue in South Africa. It 
is also quite a divisive matter” (SAHRC 2019, paragraph 1.3). The commission in a 
way acknowledges that the memory of apartheid can influence how a statement is 
perceived or understood. Some, such as Tandwa of The Times newspaper, seem to 
suggest that Malema’s words were intended to evoke certain emotions in his 
listeners. Malema was quoted in The Times as having said, “Everywhere, where we 
find racism we must crush it. Whether it’s done by a white man or an Indian, we must 
finish it” (Tandwa, 2018). Tandwa (2018) asks questions about the motive of why 
Malema would make such statement at a political rally: 
What is Malema’s intention in using such language – perhaps to incite a 
Rwandan-style genocide? We are no rainbow nation. That much is clear. And 
the glibness with which supposed leaders manipulate race and dispossession 
to fight their causes will surely come back to haunt us all. We have already 
witnessed the shocking atrocity of foreigners being attacked and killed in 
South Africa. This time, if we are not careful, it will be our people who are 
targeted (Tawanda, 2018). 
The statement by Tandwa in the newspaper article not only questions Malema but 
goes on to give a diagnosis of race relations in South Africa. The writer goes so far 





Malema justified his comment by explaining that his comments are based on what 
black-African people living and working in predominantly Indian communities in 
KwaZulu-Natal had said to EFF members. When Malema made these remarks, he 
made it clear that this is what had been reported to the EFF during their door-to-door 
campaign in KwaZulu-Natal. Malema went on to explain that what he said is that the 
majority of Indians, not all Indians, are racist. He explained that statistically 'majority' 
means 51%, and upwards (video: ENCA, 2018b). This leaves room for the possibility 
that there are a lot of Indians who are not racist.  
This was not the first time Malema made comments about South African Indians. In 
February 2018, Malema said that “Indian people are worse than Afrikaners. This is 
not an anti-Indian statement, it’s the truth. Indians who own shops don’t pay our 
people, but they give them food parcels” (video: ENCA, 2018b). He further said,  
“We know that our fathers and mothers who are domestic workers are paid 
nothing by the fellow South Africans who happen to be of Indian descent. 
There will be no unity between blacks and Indians until they rework their 
mentality that they are closer to whiteness. They are not closer to whiteness, 
they are black and we are all victims of apartheid.” (video: ENCA, 2018b).   
Here, Malema’s use of the term 'black' is similar to how the South African Students 
Organisation (SASO) used and understood the term. I It is important to evaluate 
each individual instance of when Malema has used the term ‘black’ to know who he 
is referring to.  
A series of news articles were published in relation to the claim of Indians being 
racist [as various people commented on Malema’s statements. For example, Dr 
Cooper, an analyst, in a statement made to News24 echoed Malema’s statements 
with regards to the attitudes of Indians towards blacks: "The point raised by Malema 
has a basis of fact to it because many of our people out there retain certain racist 
proclivities" (Tandwa, 2018). Another political analyst interviewed was Mcebisi 
Ndletyana, who in a news article agreed with the comments of Cooper, saying “there 
had been instances of racism in KwaZulu-Natal between black people and the Indian 
community” (Tandwa, 2018). Maharaj (2018) in his article published by Daily 
Maverick also agreed with Malema that “there are members of the Indian Community 
who are racist” (Maharaj, 2018). What is most striking is that none of these 




they found fault with is the manner in which he chose to express these sentiments. 
Both Cooper and Ndletyana, for instance, agree that Malema is not wrong about 
some Indians being racist towards blacks, but they find fault with how Malema chose 
to communicate this. Jeff Wicks writing from the Sowetan newspapers warns 
Malema not to use his platform and rhetoric to drive a wedge among “the oppressed” 
(Wicks, 2019) – like Tandwa suggesting that Malema was purposefully using 
discourse to create discord – as it might lead to nationalism and ethnic politics (News 
24, 2018). 
The comments by Malema and others in and of themselves are important, as they 
highlight the Indian question as an unresolved issue in present-day South Africa. 
Next I bring Boesak’s public theology into conversation with this case study to 
suggest how his public theology can assist in helping facilitate a conversation that 
might bring about a solution to the issue. The purpose of this case study is not to 
judge whether Malema is right or wrong, but rather to ask how Boesak’s public 
theology can contribute to the debate as a question of decolonisation of being. 
 
4.2.2. Boesak’s public theology and the Indian question 
4.2.2.1 Malema and Boesak on being black 
Part of the struggle against apartheid was about affirming the humanity of black 
people. Boesak’s view of the struggle, at the formation of the UDF in the 1980s, was 
that all the oppressed people identified with the common struggle for justice under 
apartheid (Boesak, 2009b(1983), p. 144). This is not to say that all agreed, but rather 
that people were coming together to make a joint effort against the apartheid 
government. The BCM, had taken a similar approach in the 1970s, with the 
formation of SASO, where the umbrella term 'black' was adopted to describe the 
oppressed people of South Africa (Gerhart, 1979). Now that the apartheid system is 
no longer, how do we speak of a shared identity? Was the shared identity perhaps 
not too depended on people identifying as oppressed instead of their shared 
humanity? For Boesak it was the relationship between oppressor and oppressed, 
victim and perpetrator that needed to be changed. In 1977 the South African Catholic 
Bishops Conference released a statement where they laid out explicitly that the 




education and development in local communities (Villa-Vicencio 1986, p. 233). The 
socio-economic differences between Indians and black-Africans today may have 
some of its roots in the different ways these two racial groups were oppressed under 
apartheid and how they were racially classified (Villa-Vicencio 1986, p. 215). 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, Erasmus and Adhikari reject a reductionist view of 
coloured identity. Boesak himself used the term coloured when speaking of 
coloureds. As discussed in Chapter 3, writing in 1980s, Boesak describes blackness 
as a condition, a state of oppression, much in line with the BCM and other Black 
theologians do.   
According to the SAHRC’s report, in August 2017, a statement by Julius Malema 
used the term 'black' to refer specifically to black-Africans. Malema also uses the 
term ‘our people’, a phrase Boesak used a lot during the struggle. Both used this 
phrase as a way of identifying themselves with the oppressed people. However, a 
closer look at how they use the terms 'black' and ‘our people' is different. For Boesak 
these terms referred to all the oppressed people of South Africa, black-Africans, 
Indians and coloureds as was shown in Chapter 3. Malema in this instance uses 
these terms to refer to black-Africans, to the exclusion of other racial groups who 
may also identify as black. This is significant, as Malema emphasises division along 
racial lines, whereas Boesak stressed unity. Perhaps what Boesak’s public theology 
has to offer in this instance is the recognition that we all have power, and the 
potential to misuse that power over others in a destructive way. The narrative that 
needs to be addressed in contemporary South Africa is how Indians relate to black-
Africans. Boesak’s public theology challenges us to look at the issue as a matter of 
justice or injustice that has occurred between two human beings. 
 
4.2.2.2. Power in the relationship between Indians and black-Africans. 
In the context of the issues between Indians and black-Africans3, there is a need to 
recognise the impact of the racial hierarchy created by the apartheid government. In 
the discussion in chapter 3 (see 3.4.1 on power), Boesak described how Verwoerd’s 
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comments on the education of a black child resulted in white children internalising 
the idea that they are superior to black children. Boesak reflected on how this 
impacted on him as a young minister in Paarl, where he found himself not fully 
equipped for the challenges of ministry (see section 2.2.2. for Boesak’s comments 
on the education and training that he received at UWC). Similarly, Malema suggests 
that Indians may have internalised the idea that they are superior to black-Africans.  
Boesak warned that no one was exempt from racism and that coloureds and Indians 
should not be seduced by the superficial changes to the constitution. He recognised 
the strategy of the government to ensure that their divide and rule policies were 
effective (Boesak, 2009b(1983), p. 141). My aim is not to draw any definitive 
conclusions on this, but rather to follow Malema’s articulation in order to help us in 
looking more closely at the power dynamics between Indians and black-Africans. 
Here Boesak’s public theology serves as a conversation partner on the role theology 
and the church can play in this context. 
The issue of social power is a dominant theme that comes through in the case study 
on EFF’s leader Julius Malema and the Indian question. The question is one of 
relationships – the relationship between two previously oppressed racial groups. 
How have these relationships been reconfigured since the dawn of democracy in 
South Africa? Under apartheid the Indians were classified as better than blacks in 
the hierarchy of racial groups (Gerhart, 1979, p. 24). Thus, they enjoyed privileges 
that put them in a better position relative to black-Africans. Malema makes reference 
to this when he says that he does not disagree that Indians were oppressed, but that 
he is of the opinion that the actions of Indians suggest that they have internalised the 
apartheid teaching that they are better than Africans. One could argue that Malema’s 
comments reveal the extent to which the fault lines sowed by the apartheid system 
among the oppressed people have not yet been fully addressed.   
Boesak, in his description of what blackness means, gives an example of what 
transformation would mean in practice by describing what role white people should 
have in black churches and in the struggle (as discussed in section 3.4). He calls for 
a change in the power dynamics as they existed. He also calls on white people to 
give up their positions and allow blacks to lead. In doing this white people would be 




Decolonisation of being is what is being called for here. By my reading of Boesak’s 
words, what needs to be challenged is the assumptions that those with power may 
make about the oppressed (as discussed in section 3.4.1). That said, we need to 
question why Indians would find it acceptable to behave towards black-Africans the 
way Malema alleges in his remarks. 
As outlined in chapter 3, according to Boesak non-racialism means a state where 
racial differences are overcome. To get to this state we need to talk about identity 
and self-identification. In section 2.3, we have an example of how Boesak navigated 
the tension between how government classified him and how he chose to self-
identify. In choosing to act as he did, Boesak showed that it is possible to transcend 
one’s ethnic identity in favour of the wellbeing of the larger community (as discussed 
in section 2.5.1).  
Boesak put forth his theory of non-racialism, building on the work of the BCM, as 
explained in section 3.4. For Boesak non-racialism is where how people relate to 
each other is not dominated by one’s race. For Boesak an essential part of non-
racialism is reconciliation. He is of the view that “reconciliation does not occur 
between the oppressor and the oppressed. Reconciliation occurs between people, 
people who face each other… the oppressor must cease to be oppressor and 
become a brother and sister” (Boesak, 1985, p. 78). The challenge faced here is that 
a contentious relationship exists between two racial groups, who have both 
experienced oppression to different degrees although they have fought side by side 
against a common enemy. The issue at hand is not who suffered more than the 
other. For Boesak non-racialism consists of two aspects, breaking the power-over-
others relationship, and reconciliation that is closely connected to justice (as 
discussed in section 3.4.2). By using Boesak’s articulation of the theme, one would 
be able to look at the issue as being about the power dynamics and the unfinished 
business of reconciliation among black people. In this one realises how inequality 
reproduces itself in different ways.  
The relationship between Indians and black-Africans in contemporary South Africa 
has to be looked at through a historical lens. While some of the differences were not 
dealt with, historically black-Africans and Indians have proven that they can 




launch of the UDF in August 1983, Boesak in his speech made the statement that 
the UDF was the coming together of freedom-loving people in South Africa (Boesak, 
2009b(1983), p. 143). In section 3.4 a quote from the above-mentioned speech has 
Boesak saying that whites joining alongside blacks in the struggle against apartheid 
should be judged by their commitment to the struggle. The focus could be on the 
issue of justice and injustice. In these remarks Boesak gives us insight into the 
ethical moral reasoning that had developed at that time among the different 
oppressed groups. There were those middle-class blacks, Indians and coloureds 
who would benefit from the reforms, but for those without any rights the situation 
would remain unchanged. It is here that non-racialism puts forth its challenge, 
because it calls for both justice and reconciliation. The issue of social power and how 
it works becomes an issue that has to be taken into consideration. Van Dijk’s 
definition of social power and how it functions, as mentioned in section 3.4.1, forces 
us to look at power as a key dimension of the issue – that is to say race and power 
are intertwined. Both Malema, and the Indians he accuses of being racist have social 
power. Malema’s comment on how black-Africans are paid by Indians indicates what 
could be said to be the real issue – the need for economic justice. 
Malema’s comments all touch on Boesak’s definition of the function of power as 
power-over-others (Boesak, 1977(1976), pp. 41-42). The power dynamic between 
Malema, Indians, and black-Africans could be described as people having power 
over others. Based on Malema’s comments it would seem that his request to Indians 
is that they share economic power with black-Africans, or at the least be just in how 
they use their economic power. One could argue that the power imbalance is a 
consequence of apartheid policies that placed Indians in a position of privilege 
relative to black-Africans. Boesak would challenge the black-Africans on their role in 
the relationship (section 3.4.1), and he would then challenge Indians, in the same 
way that he challenged white South Africans during the struggle. Boesak’s challenge 
to black-Africans would be for them to recognise their power to opt out of the 
relationship (Boesak ,1976, p. 47). To the Indians his challenge would to ask them to 
look at how they are using their power. 
Distilling the issues of this case study helps us look at the meta-narrative presented 




are places where national reconciliation has not reached at the local level. National 
reconciliation has its place, but for it to be effective it needs to reach the people on 
the ground. As Boesak puts it, reconciliation occurs between people who move from 
an oppressor-oppressed relationship to a brother and sister relationship. Boesak 
stops short of telling how this shift happens, but he does mention what it entails: 
repentance, restitution, authenticity, and vulnerability that is with hope (Boesak, 
1985, p. 78).  
Under apartheid Boesak made the case that oppressed people should identify with 
each other’s struggles (Boesak, 2009b(1983), p. 141, Boesak, 2009b(1983), p.144). 
His argument seems to fit this contemporary case study as well. While Indians and 
black-Africans were oppressed differently, they have the past experience of having 
come together on a common issue. Boesak’s public theology helps us in discerning 
how this coming together would work, (see section 3.4.2. on reconciliation in 
Boesak’s public theology).  
The Ahmed Kathrada Foundation was of the view that Malema’s comments call for a 
serious debate on the issues he raised about Indians being racist (SABC News, 
2018, June 18). As was highlighted in chapter 3, Boesak was of the view that the 
criteria for who can participate in the struggle against should be determined by their 
commitment to justice, peace and human liberation, and not the colour of a person’s 
skin (Boesak, 2009b(1983), p. 150). From Boesak’s comment one could expect 
Boesak to agree with the Ahmed Kathrada Foundation that this is an important 
conversation to be had, because of the perceived sense of economic injustice on the 
part of black-Africans.            
 
4.2.3. On the role of the church 
Under apartheid Indians were part of the oppressed. Malema’s comment gives us 
some insight from the perspective of an outsider, on the side of the black-Africans, 
into how Indians have navigated this and, in some ways, adopted the ways of the 
oppressor. Boesak’s statements were made in a context when an external enemy 
could be identified – the white apartheid government. Malema’s statement refers to 




issue in the community that has nothing to do with the church. However, if we allow 
ourselves to imagine that in such a community there is a local church, then we are 
able to see more clearly that the church is not exempt from the challenges faced by 
the local community. The church, therefore, has to figure out what would be the best 
response to help resolve this issue, and it is at this point that Boesak’s public 
theology challenges the church by asking the church to ask itself what the gospel 
teaches, and then to act accordingly. The role of churches needs to be that of an 
active participant, bringing people together. The church needs to stand as a witness 
against all injustice.      
 
4.3. Case study 2: Unification debate between the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) and 
the Uniting Reformed Church of Southern Africa (URCSA) 
4.3.1. Boesak’s positionality in the debate, and a note on terminology  
In 1980, the DRC family of Churches4 included the DRMC (coloured) and the DRCA 
(black-African). The DRCA and the DRMC subsequently separated from the DRC 
family of churches to become part of what is today the URCSA. One outcome of the 
formation of the URCSA was to engage the DRC in a conversation, exploring the 
possibility of re-unification as URCSA rather than as the DRC family of churches with 
its paternalistic relationships. 
This case study looks at the unification debate between the DRC and URCSA. One 
of the questions being asked is: why is it taking so long for unity and reconciliation to 
happen? (Mahokoto, 2014) What are some of the stumbling blocks to the debate?  
The unification debate between URCSA and the DRC touches on issues of 
repentance, justice and reconciliation. Before introducing the case study, it is 
important to make a note of Boesak’s positionality in this debate. Boesak was 
ordained a minister in the DRMC at the time when he wrote the material studied in 
this dissertation and used in Chapter 3 to make sense of his public theology. As 
                                            
4 “The term family of Dutch Reformed Churches is used to describe the historical relation between the Dutch 
Reformed Church (DRC), the DRCA, the URCSA and the Reformed Church in Africa (RCA). In some ecclesial 
circles the use of this term is contested but in the context of this article it is intended to express the 





mentioned in chapter 2, Boesak was ordained a minister in the DRMC, and left 
ministry in 1994. Upon his return to ministry in 2005, he was welcomed back into 
ministry in the URCSA. This means that he has always been a member of one of the 
churches in the DRC family of churches, but also that his views are aligned with the 
position of URCSA. This is not to say that he speaks on behalf of the URCSA. It is 
against this background that the current state of the unification debate between the 
URCSA and the DRC will be investigated and brought into conversation with the 
public theology of Boesak. 
 
4.3.2. Introducing the second case study 
The relationship between the URCSA and the DRC and the re-unification debate 
needs to be understood against the background of the origins of the DRC’s self-
organisation in South Africa. Nthamburi looks at the DRC’s approach to mission as 
the blueprint for how the church would later self-organise (Nthamburi 1991, 1995, p. 
15, mentioned in Phiri and Gathogo, 2010, p. 6). The separation of churches along 
racial lines in the DRC goes back to the synod decision of 1857, which was made to 
allow for those considered to be of weak faith to worship in a separate building from 
the native converts. This was meant to be an exception to the rule (Pauw, 2007, pp. 
80, 83). Following the 1857 synod decision, missionary strategists in the DRC 
supported those who were in favour of missions being conducted along racial or 
ethnic lines (de Gruchy, 1979, p. 8). According to the De Gruchy (1979), there was 
some acknowledgement that the policy was not desirable or scriptural, but the 
church conceded and gave permission that separate services could be held for 
blacks and whites, because some white Christians were not comfortable worshipping 
with “heathens”. One should take De Gruchy’s observation as a caution that:  
This separation was not allowed simply for racial reasons… this separation 
was regarded as a way of facilitating mission work… there was, and still is, 
sufficient sense and biblical sanction (“a missionary to the gentiles”) in the 
proposal not the rural to give it plausibility. But the cost was high – it was a 
policy that divided the church along ethnic and cultural lines. Although mixed 
congregations continued to exist, what was meant in 1857 to be an exception 
became the rule. Separate parallel congregations were formed, leading 





From de Gruchy’s observation, one sees that it was not the intention of the DRC to 
sanction separate missions. They allowed it because, some members were ‘weak’. 
What later became part of how the church organised, and a template for apartheid, 
was seemingly an unintended consequence of this exception. It was the failure of the 
church to maintain the doctrine of unity in practice.  
In the 1980s when the ‘daughter churches’ of the DRC, namely, DRMC and the 
DRCA, and the Indian Reformed churches made the proposal for unification with the 
DRC in the formation of URCSA. One of the responses from the DRC (the 'mother 
church’) was:  
Die feit dat die VGK se aansoek afgewys word, beteken nie dat kervereniging 
of ontbinding regtens onmoontlik is nie, slegs dat dit moeilik is en dat die wyse 
gevolg in hierdie geval ondeugdelik was. (The fact that the application of the 
URCSA is rejected does not mean that church unification or dissolution is 
legally impossible, only that it is something difficult and that the route travelled 
in this case was not virtuous)5(DRC Synod sitting of 1998 as quoted in 
Coertzen, 2007, p. 756)  
The above quote by Coertzen sums up where the unification debate as a process 
was in 1998. The issue of unification between the DRC and the URCSA, has been 
an ongoing conversation. URCSA, is made up of the former black (understood in the 
BCM manner) Dutch Reformed churches, of which the DRMC and DRCA and Indian 
Reformed Church were a part (Van Rooi, 2013, p. 305). The forming of URCSA was 
not something that came up as an afterthought; “as many historical studies of the 
former DRMC and the DRCA have pointed out, the establishment of the URCSA was 
an expression of a longing for re-unification of these churches with all the churches 
within the family of Dutch Reformed Churches” (Van Rooi, 2013, p. 305). Kritzinger 
(2019, p. 95), points out that there was a time when all black Reformed people 
belonged to the DRMC, the separation of the DRMC along racial lines happened in 
1951, and the churches that came about from this separation (including DRCA) 
became part of the DRC family of churches. 
 
                                            




4.3.3 The unification debate today 
Looking at the unification debate today, it would seem that theologically both 
churches share a common confession of faith as both are Reformed. The reason for 
the unification debate between URCSA and the DRC is well articulated by Mahokoto 
when he asks the following questions:  
Now a question can be asked as to whether the unity of the Dutch Reformed 
family of churches can play a significant role in the South African contexts that 
suffered these injustices with regard to the land that was taken forcefully from 
many Black people by the White people who belonged to the DRC, what will 
be the cost of the unity of this family of churches? Can unity work amongst 
Black and White members of this family of churches without correcting these 
injustices, especially with regard to land issue as an economic issue in the 
face of poverty amongst Black people? Can the unity of the churches in South 
Africa make any difference with regard to societal renewal and moral 
formation after this gloomy picture created by the apartheid system? 
(Mahokoto, 2014, p. 160).  
Mahokoto’s questions can be summed up by the question what does it mean to love 
your neighbour in practice? – particularly when that neighbour is the black person 
whose land you forcefully took, and who you treated as inferior to the point of not 
being prepared to break bread with them in worship. These are the questions that 
are being asked when thinking about the possibility of unity among the DRC family of 
churches, not questions of theology. “In the context of the DRC and URCSA, this 
division is based on race rather than doctrine” (Modise, 2016, p. 31). The dawn of 
democracy has changed not only the political situation; for the URCSA and the DRC 
their negotiating power has also changed.  
Tshaka’s words that “URCSA needs to realize her position… she needs to learn to 
get comfortable in her black skin and insist on a history that has existed in Africa way 
longer than the arrival of western Christianity” (Tshaka, 2015, pp. 9-10) echo 
Boesak's words from 1979 that “a precondition for authentic identity of the black 
church is the ability to identify with the community it serves” (Boesak, 1979, p. 18). 
That comments of this kind are still articulated today suggests that URCSA has failed 
to become authentically black. The church by decolonising itself would then become 
an example in society. Tshaka and Boesak’s observations raise questions about the 
identity of URCSA and the need for it to be decolonised. Below I focus on why the 





4.3.4. Boesak’s public theology, the unification debate between the URCSA and the DRC, 
and the role of the church in society 
The formation of the URCSA is and was a call for a renegotiation of the relationships 
within the DRC family of churches. As mentioned in the introduction, the DRC had 
influence over the DRMC, DRCA and the Indian Reformed churches. The description 
of the relationship in terms of “mother” and “daughters”, gives insight into the power 
dynamics in this relationship. As mentioned in Chapter 3, according to Boesak, both 
parties need to show a willingness to work towards reconciliation. For Boesak power 
is neutral and relational and can be exercised in one of two ways: having power over 
others, or sharing power with others (Boesak, 1976, p. 74). The URCSA has the 
option of opting out of the debate for unification with the DRC. This would come at 
the cost of giving up on unification. Boesak has made the comment that, the 
oppressed can walk away from a relationship. For Boesak when the oppressed walk 
away from a relationship, they are reclaiming their power as an equal in the 
relationship. It should be mentioned that URCSA does not necessarily fit the 
definition of oppressed as used by Boesak.  
The unification debate needs to recognise that there is an imbalance of power. 
Kritzinger (2019, pp. 95-96) points out that the black DRC churches depended 
financially on the white DRC for their buildings and the salaries of ministers. The 
DRC used its power to support the structure that oppressed the black members of its 
church.  
The DRC’s approach to mission (together with other political factors) had social 
implications that resulted in the introduction of apartheid. The questions that URCSA 
and DRC have to ask are related to issues of race, and the bias in the history of the 
DRC against blacks, which may impact on present and future relations. As seen by 
the comments made by De Gruchy (1979), the decision to approach mission in a 
way that separated people along race was based on religious discrimination and not 
on race. This means that churches need to recognise that their actions have an 
influence on society as much as they are influenced by society. Boesak has 
lamented that the reason the church has not been able to deal with racism in society 




needs to undergo a kind of review of its own internal way of being and doing things. 
The call for repentance in Boesak’s public theology would seem to be a fitting 
starting point for the church to work towards uncovering and healing racism within 
itself. In this instance the DRC would be encouraged to repent for its position on 
apartheid. 
When it comes to the shared confession of faith, Boesak’s comment, that “apartheid 
was the grave of the dignity and credibility of the reformed traditions” (Boesak, 1981, 
p. 14) offers an interesting perspective to the unification debate. This may or may not 
have already been taken into consideration by the DRC and URCSA in their 
discussions on unification. If this perspective by Boesak is taken into consideration, 
the question of repentance comes up. While the DRC by its synod decision in 1857 
could not have foreseen the consequences of its decision, when apartheid was first 
introduced it could have distanced itself but it didn’t. In failing to distance itself from 
the policies of apartheid, its credibility as a church preaching the Gospel of Christ as 
Lord is called into question. Repentance features strongly in Boesak’s public 
theology. For him this is a requirement for returning to life. If it were informed by 
Boesak, the white DRC would acknowledge the wrong it has done, and denounce 
the wrong that has been done to black people in its name.  
As mentioned in section 3.4.2, Boesak is of the view that reconciliation happens 
between people, not structures. If we were to reverse engineer Boesak’s view, we 
could argue that oppression and discrimination happen between human beings, and 
that structures are simply used to ensure that the discrimination is scalable.  
Apartheid as a system divided people. It impacted on the relationship between 
people of different ethnic backgrounds. Various laws were passed by the 
government to enforce these divisions, e.g. the Group Areas Act and the Mixed 
Marriages Act. When the laws of the apartheid government were over turned, part of 
the process needed to include interpersonal reconciliation. The white DRC would do 
well to evaluate how it has used its power. For example, black ministers in the 
DRMC and DRCA could not bring about real change in the policies and procedures 
of their churches because the structure and the decision-making process was 
dominated by white missionaries (Kritzinger, 2019, p. 97). Part of the reconciliation 




recognition that the injustices of apartheid resulted in material loss for the oppressed 
people of South Africa. According to Boesak, reconciliation needs to include some 
form of restitution.  
Reflecting on the role of the white DRC during apartheid, Boesak makes the 
following observation: 
For almost a century and a half the Dutch Reformed church had no qualms 
about its support of the ruling class in South Africa. During that time it was 
always able to maintain contact with other Reformed churches around the 
world, and that kept it from having to face black people in South Africa itself. It 
is much easier for an oppressor to speak to former oppressors who are also 
white and who understand—who understand so well, from the distance of 
Europe or America—the impossibility of real change. It is very different for the 
oppressor to face the victims of his policies in his own country (Boesak, 1983, 
p. 548).  
Boesak’s observation draws our attention to the starting point of the two churches in 
this debate. There is a power imbalance that needs to be renegotiated. Boesak’s 
observation also gives us insight into how this debate could be approached. 
For Boesak, the gospel is that Jesus is Lord and that God is committed to the poor 
and oppressed. According to Boesak, despite the support the DRC gave to the 
apartheid government they remained a Christian church (see section 3.2.2). In 
saying this, Boesak was saying that even though the church did something that was 
contrary to the gospel, the church does not lose its identity as Christian. The reason 
for not questioning the Christian identity of the DRC is a recognition by Boesak that 
different people understand the gospel differently because they live in different 
situations. The issue is with interpretation and application (and this can be abused). 
But this is not to say that the DRC is absolved of guilt. 
In the discussion of Boesak's view of reconciliation (section 3.4.2), the process 
needs to clearly identify and describe what the breakdown was and fix what caused 
the breakdown in the relationship. If we were to take it back to the synod decision of 
the church in 1852 (De Gruchy, 1983), where some of the people were not 
comfortable worshiping with heathens as they were then called, we cannot help but 




It is possible to be Black and Reformed. According to Boesak it begins with 
acknowledging that“ Black people in the Dutch Reformed churches have a particular 
experience, not only on the political level but also on the theological level…” 
(Boesak, 1981, p. 35). Boesak’s public theology deals with the issues of 
reconciliation and unity at the congregational and the structural level.  
In 1985 Boesak asked and answered a similar question under the theme of being 
black and Reformed (Boesak, 1985(1981)). For Boesak this was a matter of 
integration rather than assimilation, a church that can hold both the black and the 
Reformed identities.   
Rather than accept things as they are, Boesak chose to question whether “the 
Afrikaner version of the Reformed tradition is the whole truth?” (Boesak, 
1986(1981a), p. 94). He describes the self-understanding of black Reformed 
Christians as follows: “we see ourselves as human beings who are responsible for 
the world in which we find ourselves. It is a world made by us and we are capable of 
making it different… doing what we can to reform the social world in which we live is 
part of our spiritual life” (Boesak, 1986a(1981), p. 96). Therefore the faith of the 
people has to be included in reflections on public theology and the role of the church 
in society.  
In the context of decolonisation and the role of the church in society, this second 
case study has focused on URCSA and the white DRC, and suggests how the 
church can play an important part in society by looking at the interpersonal 
relationships between churches from a similar faith tradition, where the relationship 
was negatively impacted by apartheid. In allowing itself to engage in a process of 
self-reflection, the church becomes an example to other organisations in similar 
situations. As Boesak put it, “the power to be, the courage to affirm one’s human 
dignity must inevitably lead to the transformation of structures to meet its search for 
completion and wholeness" (Boesak, 1977(1976), p. 43). This statement touches on 
the individual and the structures of society.  
Those involved in the unification process between URCSA and the DRC would do 
well to take into consideration Boesak’s public theology, with its emphasis on 




need to be taken to correct the wrong) and reconciliation (beginning a new form of 
relationship that does not involve power over one another).  
This discussion has much to offer the decolonisation debate in present-day South 
Africa – as a method, and not as answer. It suggests a process by which 
conversations about emotive issues can be had. In the life of Boesak we have an 
example of his public theology in action. Boesak knew the theology he had studied, 
but for him to be effective in his ministry as a pastor he had to literally and 
figuratively leave the church and engage in a process of trying to understand the 
problems faced by the people. Only once there was some understanding, did he 
proceed to work out a solution.  
Just as Indians have to recognise that (although they were oppressed under 
apartheid) under a democratic government their actions towards blacks may be a 
form of injustice, the white DRC has to acknowledge the structural wrongs of the 
past, and some wrongs which have persisted to today. 
 
4.4. Concluding remarks 
Race and power remain issues that shape and influence the relationships of people 
in South Africa with each other. Some of these dynamics are the consequence of the 
policies of the apartheid government. These two case studies were an opportunity to 
see how Boesak’s public theology can contribute to the decolonisation debate in 
contemporary South Africa. Both case studies had to do with relationship dynamics. 
The first case study gave us an inside look into the dynamics between two racial 
groups that were previously oppressed. The second case study gave us a look into 
how the DRC family of churches are renegotiating their relationship.  
The Application of Boesak’s public theology to two contemporary case studies 
showed that Boesak’s public theology as a method could be of assistance in dealing 
with historical issues of colonialism and apartheid. Although Boesak’s public 
theology cannot be extrapolated directly to the present context, it does allow us to 
see the fault lines and shortcomings of the work done during the struggle to fight the 
system of apartheid. In both case studies we are dealing with relationships that have 




theology, shows that although the laws of apartheid were overturned, there is a need 
for reconciliation at the human-to-human level. The second case study dealt with 
challenge of reconciliation and repentance together with restitution. In the second 
case study the churches have the opportunity as an organization to lead by example, 

























Chapter 5: Conclusion  
5.1. Introduction 
Allan Aubrey Boesak is very much a black theologian. To begin with, he was born 
and raised, educated and worked in apartheid South Africa. In his early 20s he was 
ordained a minister in the DRMC. Even before he was confronted by the people 
asking him what God had to say about the injustices they were subjected to, Boesak 
had questions of his own. Through his work as a minister he became a political 
activist.  
Boesak is also a Reformed black theologian by training and intellectual formation. He 
was educated in South Africa and in Kampen. His first major publication was his 
doctoral thesis, published as Farewell to innocence; which he describes as a being 
“born out of the black experience in South Africa” (Boesak, 1986(1974), p. 9). 
I hope that this research has contributed to the appreciation of Boesak's thought as a 
black theologian. It is inevitable that for some Boesak’s name will remain linked to 
his fraud conviction. Boesak in his reflection on the dealings that led to his 
conviction, raises an issue for further research: the concept of struggle accounting. 
This would involve a separate study of how finances were used to support the 
struggle against apartheid. 
This research focused on the role of churches in society in the context of the 
decolonisation debate in South Africa today. The complexity of the composition of 
the Christian church in South Africa is such that to do justice to this aim the focus of 
the research needed to be narrowed down, and thus the specific research question 
was: What can the public theology of Allan Boesak regarding the public role of 
churches in society contribute to the debate on decolonisation in South Africa? As 
mentioned in section 3.2, the term 'churches' was deemed a more appropriate term 
than the singular 'church', as it captures the plurality that exists within the Christian 
church in South Africa.  
The conceptual framework used in this project consisted of two key concepts: 
decolonisation and public theology, and the method was critical discourse analysis. 




and the method worked as vehicles in answering the research question, and then 
provides a summary of the key findings of this study.  
 
5.2. A word on the conceptual framework 
The conceptual framework consisting of the two concepts, as a system that 
describes the relationship between the various elements in the study, provided the 
necessary network within which to understand the links between Boesak’s public 
theology, society, the decolonisation debate in South Africa, and the church. The two 
key concepts in the research were decolonisation and public theology. These 
concepts provided the framework by which to 1) draw up the public theology of 
Boesak based on his works, and 2) delineate the contemporary context of 
decolonisation in which this public theology would be applied. This, as well as the 
method chosen for the examining of Boesak’s Public theology, were chosen because 
they lent themselves to what this study wanted to do: to come to a better 
understanding of the role of churches in society, as it is articulated in Boesak’s public 
theology. 
There was a challenge with the conceptual framework in that it lacked a definitive 
definition of what is meant by decolonisation in South Africa. This meant that the 
case studies and the approach to the research may have been different if different 
emphases in the concept of decolonisation were highlighted, as the definition of 
decolonisation was used as part of the criteria for choosing case studies. Ndlovu-
Gatsheni together with wa Thiong’o were chosen as the key scholars on 
decolonisation, because of their extensive body of work and their familiarity with the 
African context. A central assumption in this research has been that decolonisation is 
a process (as explained in chapter 1); it is not a once-off event, but a movement over 
time. At best the conceptual framework allowed me to recognise traces of 
decolonisation in the actions and writing of Boesak, because of the lack of a 
definitive definition. 
The definition and understanding of public theology used was influenced especially 
by the works of Koopman (2003) and Jacobsen (2012). Jacobsen provided a 




a view of public theology that could either be inward-looking (that is focused on 
worship and the sacraments), or outward looking (engaging directly with social 
issues with the hope of effecting change). Boesak’s public theology was found to be 
of the latter form. The views of these scholars were used to construct the conceptual 
framework with which to formulate and examine Boesak’s public theology. Public 
theology, as described by these scholars and as one of the conceptual frameworks 
for this research, provided the necessary boundaries and criteria for how I composed 
and evaluated Boesak’s public theology.  
The notion of decolonisation under the conceptual framework informed the choice 
made regarding the case studies in chapter 4. Some of the issues Boesak had to 
deal with during the struggle against apartheid were related to identity – how 
government classified you, and how you chose to identify yourself. This identification 
had social implications, as racial classification determined where you lived and went 
to school, limited your access to resources and so forth. This could be described as 
a kind of colonisation of being. Part of the colonial project involved the church. In the 
case of the DRC this colonisation of being resulted in churches being organised 
along racial lines. The thinking with regards to the case studies was to ask where 
similar issues are still a challenge in society, and what form are they taking? This 
was how the case studies were chosen.   
The first case study has themes of racism and colonisation of being, whereas the 
second case study has themes of racism and colonisation of power. Boesak’s public 
theology is the knowledge on the subject used to address these issues. While I could 
not fully interrogate all of Boesak’s public theology, these case study provided an 
opportunity to focus on specific aspects of his public theology. 
I write as a student living through a period when the conversation about 
decolonisation is going through a resurgence in institutions of higher education. 
There is also the chance that much of the way one looks at Boesak, is from a 
Eurocentric lens that has been Africanised. His experience in Kampen, provided him 
not only with an opportunity to study free from the censorship of the apartheid 
government. He also had the opportunity to see Dutch Reformed theology in its 
native land. Boesak would describe this experiences as having provided him with the 




The conceptual framework alerted me to the risk of Africanising, as it is understood 
by Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2016a), without necessarily decolonising. The difference 
between decolonisation and Africanisation seems to lie in epistemology. Working 
with the concept of decolonisation further allowed me in chapter 2 to interrogate 
Boesak’s epistemological orientation, because he was trained by an institution that 
was philosophically orientated to support the apartheid system, and he studied for 
his doctorate at a European institution. The warning from Ndlovu-Gatsheni is one 
that I had to bear in mind while reading Boesak: 
The greatest irony of Africa is that even those people who fought heroically 
against imperialism and colonialism tend to develop a very complacent view 
towards imperialism of knowledge which is more dangerous than physical 
political domination (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013a, p. 50). 
This quote speaks directly to the decision to engage with Boesak as a producer of 
knowledge. Boesak was wrestling with the issue of being black and Reformed in 
South Africa. His approach to Reformed theology was to challenge the interpretation 
of 'Reformed' by white Afrikaans theologians. In doing so he challenges the co-
opting of Reformed theology to support apartheid. However, he does not seem to be 
challenging Reformed theology as it was articulated by John Calvin and others (as 
outlined in chapter 2). In one way he is challenging white Reformed theology in 
South Africa, while at the same time being silent about the (also white) origins of 
Reformed theology.  
In his own work, Boesak marries Reformed theology with Black theology in a way 
that puts the two into conversation, with the goal of giving the black experience its 
due as a point of theological reflection. His way of doing theology takes on a different 
character, such that the lived experiences of black people are seen as an important 
source of information for how theology is done in their communities. Boesak’s 
approach to marrying Reformed theology and Black theology could be seen as an 
example of the ‘how’ of decolonisation. Decolonisation as a conceptual framework, 
allowed me to see the two theologies coming together in Boesak’s work and in his 
public theology, to address issues faced by the local community in a way that 
showed that his public theology was not an imported solution. 
The chosen conceptual framework put the individual as a person in context and put 




knowledge and the producer of the knowledge be evaluated because what is said 
and who says it are both important. There is a saying that as long as the lion can't 
write, the hunter keeps telling his side of the story. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2016a) 
describes how the early advocates for African higher education institutions worried 
about the books that would be used to teach Africans because of how Africans were 
represented in those books. In this research project Boesak stands as an example of 
the lion who learns to tell their own story. The decolonisation framework thrusts 
Boesak and his work prior to 1994 into democratic South Africa. Critical discourse 
analysis lends itself to just about any context. By way of example, as a method of 
analysis it allowed me to assess Boesak’s counter-discourse, and ask whether this 
counter-discourse reproduced the old patterns of abuse of power or not.  
 
5.3. Boesak and knowledge  
5.3.1 Boesak as a consumer of knowledge  
In the context of decolonisation, Boesak’s credibility as someone who is committed 
to his interlocutors in his epistemology and worldview would have to be considered.  
As a minister he was in a position of power relative to the congregation; the church 
provided him with a platform that forced people to listen when he spoke. In the case 
of the DRC with its rules and self-organisation, black clergy were meant to be 
reinforcers of the status quo. 
In Chapter 2 I looked at the issue of ‘being’ by exploring the life of Boesak. Who is 
Boesak as the person who produced the public theology which was examined in this 
research? Boesak’s background as a Reformed theologian was brought into the 
conversation to help in understanding his philosophy as a minister and as a political 
activist who fought for change. This also helped in understanding the kind of change 
he was advocating.  
A key finding in Chapter 2 related to Boesak’s agency and how he used it to rise to 
the occasion as a religious leader. Boesak’s self-identification as black was seen as 
a form of decolonisation, because it was a rejection of the term 'non-white'. Part of 




to heart when he embraced both his coloured identity and his black identity. I say 
that he chose to embrace both identities, because they are not mutually exclusive. 
Boesak could choose to be both. He has had to navigate through apartheid and a 
democratic South Africa, and in the period that this study focuses on –that is, the 
period prior to 1994 – Boesak self-identified as black. He recognised in his work 
certain struggles that were unique to the coloured community in apartheid South 
Africa. As discussed in chapter 2, blackness was not about skin colour for Boesak: it 
meant choosing to stand together with other oppressed people, and fighting the 
unjust system. This was different from the view of the apartheid government, for 
whom being black was about skin colour. This was not unique to Boesak, who was 
influenced by the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM).  
Boesak’s first teacher was his mother, and it was emphasised in chapter 2. The 
image that comes to mind when Boesak shares about his upbringing is the 
Botswana 200 Pula banknote, which has the image of a woman sitting with children 
teaching them their ABC’s, thus acknowledging women’s contribution to education. 
Boesak credits his mother as having being a key influence in shaping his faith. His 
mother as his first teacher was limited in the knowledge she could pass on to her son 
– it was different to Formal education. From her he learned to question what others 
say about God and society, based on what they read in the bible, as it is possible for 
another individual to find something else. She did not have the book knowledge of a 
seasoned theologian like her son later had, but she knew something about biblical 
interpretation. It may not be possible to define the knowledge Boesak’s mother 
passed to her son about biblical interpretation or how she came to this knowledge 
based on available written sources. What is important is to recognise her knowledge 
as valid, because not all knowledge can be found in books. Part of the 
decolonisation of knowledge is acknowledging the existence of alternative sources of 
knowledge. This is a lesson that Boesak would carry with him in his work as pastor 
and political activist. Boesak mentions how his lived experience and people in his 
congregation, pushed him to question the knowledge he had been taught in 
seminary. He also mentions how people who would be considered illiterate could 
articulate their issues, their needs, and what they hoped for as well as any leader, if 




Chapter 2 covered Boesak’s formation as a black theologian in the Reformed 
tradition. The anti-apartheid struggle was a time when new ways of challenging the 
system were being experimented with, to various degrees of success. The winds of 
change across the continent influenced the founders of the BCM. People had to 
learn new methods of being and relating to one another. BCM did the groundwork for 
the theory that would influence Boesak’s understanding of being black, blackness 
and black power. Boesak himself would be among the young clergy who would 
challenge the church in its way of being and relating to the people who fill up its 
pews, week after week.  
Although apartheid ended, the struggle did not end; it simply changed. Listening to 
Boesak’s story, it becomes evident that clergy today are still challenged to speak 
truth to power. In doing so the church would be taking on a role in society. Ordained 
clergy in churches have social power in their local communities. Within the structures 
of the church they may have some influence to get the church to invest resources 
into local communities to help alleviate some of their challenges, much as Boesak 
did when he became a political activist. 
The formal education that Boesak received made him a consumer of knowledge; he 
did not have much choice about what he was taught, or the opportunity to have an 
input in what he was taught. Where he went to school as a child and what university 
he attended were decided for him by the policies of apartheid.   
Boesak wrestled with Reformed and Black theology from within the church, and at 
the same times he wrestled with life in the communities on the receiving end of the 
unjust policies of the apartheid government. As a black theologian, Boesak’s concern 
was with the status quo in the churches and in the communities. His actions were a 
response to the questions raised with him, and particularly about what God had to 
say about what was happening. Theologically, Boesak stands in a position where he 
is both black and Reformed. This results in his epistemology being different from that 





5.3.2. Boesak as a producer of knowledge 
Boesak’s focus as a public theologian was focused on dealing with the political 
situation and the implications of this on the lives of the people. He spoke truth to 
power when he challenged the church for not taking seriously the gospel that it 
proclaims. That part of the church taking an active role in society needs to recognise 
the social implications of the gospel. Although one would not necessarily classify 
Boesak as a decolonial scholar or theologian, there are similarities between the 
agenda of decolonisation and Boesak’s public theology. Both involve breaking down 
colonial structures. For Boesak it was important that whites in black churches make 
space for blacks to manage themselves administratively, and in the formulation of 
the theology that is preached and taught in the church. 
As discussed in Chapter 1, decolonisation as part of its process questions 
hegemonic knowledge and asks the question what theory is. An important aspect of 
this research was to engage Boesak as a theorist and creator of knowledge on his 
own terms, and to locate this knowledge production in context. Boesak was involved 
in the creation of knowledge with the people, as events were unfolding. The UDF 
started a process in which different civil organisations came together in South Africa 
to present a united front against the apartheid government, including student 
movements (e.g. SASO). There were ideologies, such as BCM, which gave a 
framework and a theoretical grounding for black power and non-racialism in the 
South African context. Boesak in his own way added to this knowledge.  
Chapter 3 examined Boesak’s written work and published interviews and drew 
conclusions with regards to his public theology. Here we see Boesak articulating the 
issues of the day and offering another way of doing theology by embracing public 
theology as a vehicle to address the issues of the day. Boesak’s written works sit 
before us as sources of knowledge that we can draw from to come to a better 
understanding of history through the eyes of someone who lived and fought in the 
struggle against apartheid. In Boesak we have a first hand account of conversations 
that took place in private and in public on how to stand in opposition to the apartheid 
government. I recognise that the tools and methods used to fight apartheid are not 




South Africa, but it is the lessons of Boesak’s pre-1994 public theology that I am 
interested in.  
The larger context wherein Boesak’s work is to be read is a time in the history of 
South Africa where un-thinking and unlearning the ways of apartheid had to be done. 
Boesak’s approach to theology, is influenced by his lived experience as a coloured 
person who self identifies as black in South Africa and a minister in the DRMC. His 
lived experience roots his theology in a particular context and at a particular time in 
the history of South Africa. How we engage with his work should be within this larger 
context. An example of this re-educating and un-thinking is the redefinition and 
repurposing of the word 'black' by the Black Consciousness Movement. One can see 
traces of decolonisation in how the struggle was fought and in the literature that was 
produced. Maldonado-Torres describes un-thinking, de-disciplining, and re-
educating, as the radical demands of a decolonial turn, which involves “a shift in a 
consideration of the major problems to investigate" (Maldonado-Torres, 2014, p. 9). 
Under apartheid the dominant narrative was focused on issues of race and how 
these translated into oppression of the black people of South Africa. In his discussion 
on power Boesak challenges the dominant view of the time that power was 
inherently negative, by recognising the social nature of power to effect change. He 
recognizes that the poor and oppressed too have some power to effect change for 
their own good.  
According to Boesak (1985) the church in South Africa had two key moments during 
the struggle against apartheid. The first was declaring apartheid a heresy, and the 
second was the call to prayer for the downfall of apartheid. In both instances Boesak 
played a key part. Boesak as a minister in the DRC mission church on both 
occasions to take a stand against the mother church. This was a struggle the black 
churches of the DRC had to come to terms with in taking a stand against apartheid. 
 
5.4.1. Public theology as it is articulated in the work of Boesak 
For Boesak context matters. In his speeches he is intentional about ensuring that he 
provides some degree of context for what he is saying. In 1985, he delivered a 




to the South African context. Rather in this speech he speaks about injustice and 
inequality, and its various manifestations in various countries (Boesak, 1985). In this 
interview Boesak shows that we can share stories of oppression without it turning 
into suffering olympics. Injustice is injustice. Boesak’s use of examples to make his 
point adds to his credibility. 
Boesak’s public theology is best understood as a method, much like how scholars 
have argued is the case with liberation theologies in general (Frostin, 1988). By this 
it is meant that it offers a way to approach some of the systemic issues faced by 
South African society. This is the best way to understand his public theology as it 
was developed and formulated with a South African context and it places emphasis 
on the local context. 
Just as the question of epistemology came up in the discussion of Boesak as a 
consumer of knowledge, similar questions were asked of the knowledge he 
produced. In Chapters 3 and 4, one of the underlying questions was in what way 
Boesak’s discourse challenged the dominant discourse around power, the role of the 
churches and pastors in society, and the issue of race. One challenge comes in how 
Boesak through his public theology attempts to hold those in power accountable. 
When the then minister of justice told the South African Council of Churches to stick 
to preaching the gospel and not to meddle in politics, Boesak responded by showing 
how the gospel of Jesus Christ is concerned not only with the inner life with people’s 
whole existence (Boesak, 2009b(1979), p. 64). In this counter-discourse, which was 
part of Boesak’s public theology, he shows that the political role of the church is 
assigned to it by the gospel. 
Boesak’s public theology is focused on the relationships that exist among people and 
the interpersonal relationships at an organisational level. this is important as public 
figures and those speaking on behalf of the poor need to be reminded that they are 
dealing with people whose humanity and dignity need to be treated with respect, and 
who have agency. This comes through in how Boesak uses the term blackness. 
Non- racialism as preached by Boesak can be summed up in this quote from a 
speech he delivered in 1990, 
It is not revenge we want, it is democracy. It is not revenge we want, it is the 




the recognition of our human dignity. It is not revenge we want, it is our 
freedom and the freedom of every single other South African who lives in that 
land (Boesak, 1990, p. 46) 
Boesak's emphasis that nation-building in a South African context should begin from 
a place of non-racialism as opposed to reconciliation is a significant departure from 
those who want to get on with things. His view implies that there is a need to undo 
(to whatever extent possible) some of the divisions sown by the apartheid 
government through its racial segregation policies and its anti-detribalisation 
programme. The focus of the struggle against apartheid was on race. This meant 
that although democracy brought with it to some degree the engagement of blacks 
and whites on different terms, the divisions among the black masses remained 
undealt with. The result of this has been the reproduction of oppressive relations of 
dominance and the marginalisation of some groups in the democratic South Africa.  
In 1979, Boesak was aware of the role that experience plays in ‘doing’ theology. For 
this reason he speaks of the black church. His choice of language is an 
acknowledgement of the reality in congregations. People’s experiences need to be 
recognised and affirmed. This does not mean that those experiences become fact, 
but that people must be allowed an opportunity to be heard. Boesak makes an 
interesting comment that “blacks in so-called multiracial churches may no longer be 
excluded” (Boesak, 2009a(1979), p. 48). This gives insight into the reality that 1) the 
black experience was not uniform, and 2) blacks, as an oppressed people, had 
divisions among themselves, and the experiences of those in multiracial churches 
may have gone unacknowledged. Boesak uses this observation to give insight into 
how black consciousness was able to help the church. Boesak is challenging a 
hegemonic view of black experience that may come about. Furthermore the black 
church too is not hegemonic. 
 
5.4.2. Boesak’s public theology and the current decolonisation debate  
The objective of Chapter 4 was to put Boesak’s public theology into direct 
conversation with present-day issues in order to better understand what, if anything, 
this public theology has to say about the role of the church in society in the context of 




studies were chosen to reflect two aspects of society, the people and the 
organisations to which they belong. The key issue in the first case study was the 
issue of race, and the imbalance in economic power among blacks. It was shown in 
section 3.4.1 that the way power is described in Boesak’s public theology forces us 
to un-learn how we think about power. Power according to Boesak can shared or it 
can be such that one person has power over another. One way to remedy the 
economic inequality between Indians and black-Africans would be for the economic 
power to be shared. There is also the unresolved impact of the artificial hierarchy 
created by the apartheid government that needs to be addressed. The economic 
inequality is a symptom of the nature of the relationships between black-Africans and 
Indians. This case study brought to attention the need for the church to take an 
active role in fighting against the injustices of society. It is not enough that people 
worship in one building, if when they are outside the church they oppress each other. 
The second case study dealt with a similar issue of power and the need to 
renegotiate the relationships that existed under apartheid in the contemporary 
context. This is similar to the first case study, only in this case study the relationship 
being renegotiated involves a much bigger power imbalance between two churches 
– the DRC and the URCSA. While the apartheid system advocated 'separate 
development', it still interfered with blacks by putting whites in charge of the 
education and work environment of blacks. The white DRC in a way did the same 
with the black DRMC churches. The URCSA and DRC unification debate shows how 
the churches can embody the principles of decolonisation as they work towards 
reconciliation and unity. 
Both case studies make a strong argument that Boesak’s public theology is still 
relevant to how we think about (and change) the power dynamic in communities and 
in how people relate to each other. For Boesak it was important that whites in black 
churches, make space for blacks to manage themselves. What this means is that the 
structure as it is set up needs to be inverted. Whites who wished to be part of the 
struggle had to allow themselves to be led by blacks, and blacks needed to rise to 
the challenge and lead.   
Boesak’s public theology is aimed at the churches. According to Boesak, churches 




them. This is not to say that the churches become so context-specific that they blend 
into their surroundings. Instead what Boesak is proposing is that the churches’ way 
of doing and being needs to be context specific. This has the potential to enrich the 
knowledge of the churches – including their theology and their approach to ministry, 
how they view and understand God, how they interpret what the gospel has to say to 
them and the people. What remains true for all churches is that there is the 
organisational structure and there are the people. Boesak’s message is that the 
organisational form of the churches should be shaped by the needs and aspirations 
of the people who belong to the church. The churches have a responsibility as they 
are located at the local level and have social power to get the attention of those in 
power who can help transform the lives of the oppressed. The oppressed are the 
people, black, white, Indian coloured, who continue to be denied justice, freedom 
and human dignity (Boesak, 2017, p. xxiii).  
In Boesak's writings one sees the complexity of the challenge faced by the churches 
in discerning their role in society. The black and Afrikaner churches were on opposite 
sides of the struggle. The English churches’ position was not as clearly fixed, and for 
coloured churches things were no easier. Smith speaks of “the public calling for the 
church, including the available forms of doing public theology” as “all too often to a 
large extent determined by the specific social forms and visible structures of the 
specific church in the specific society” (Smith, 2007, p. 440). The government had a 
prescribed definition of the role of the church in society. However, ministers and 
theologians like Boesak challenged that. Boesak argued that the churches' role is 
prescribed by the gospel, and that “the Christian faith calls on the church to be a 
public witness. As Reformed Christians we see ourselves as human beings 
responsible for the world in which we find ourselves” (Boesak, 1981, p. 15). 
 
5.5. Conclusion 
This chapter served to bring together the concluding remarks of each chapter with 
the hope of answering the research question. The concluding remarks from chapters 
2 and 3 were about Boesak as a consumer and a producer of knowledge, and how 




that are embodied in Boesak’s public theology. For example, Boesak’s choice to self-
identify as black, from a decolonisation perspective, pushes against coloniality of 
being with its clear demarcation of being and non-being. In chapter 4, Boesak’s 
public theology was brought into conversation with two case studies. Here it was 
shown that Boesak’s public theology does have a contribution to make with regards 
to the debate about the decolonisation of theology in South Africa. 
The relationship that Boesak sees between different aspects of society, provides 
different responses to the question 'What can the public theology of Allan Boesak 
regarding the public role of churches in society contribute to the debate on 
decolonisation in South Africa?' Of most interest is the way Boesak’s public theology 
challenges the church to recognise that the gospel it proclaims calls on it to take an 
active role in society, especially in debates such as decolonisation which have the 
potential to shape society for the better.   
The strength of Boesak’s public theology lies principally in a) it being a method and 
b) in it being rooted in a specific context. As a method it shares key concepts that are 
part of the process of doing public theology. As a method parts of Boesak’s public 
theology can be applied as needed, as shown in chapter 4, with the case studies. In 
the first case study, the principle of reconciliation as something that needs to happen 
human-to-human, as described in Boesak’s public theology, was applicable. In the 
second case study, Boesak's ideas on repentance and reconciliation still need to be 
applied at an organisational level (including some form of restitution). The strengths 
of Boesak’s public theology may be subjective, but in the context of Reformed 
theology and Black theology, they are a reminder that theology ultimately needs to 
impact positively on the lives of people. The Christian church, and it’s manifestation 
as local churches, is to be a catalyst for change. The role of the church in society, 
and in the context of the decolonisation of theology in South Africa, is to serve as the 
active ingredient in the process. It also suggests that churches can act as mediators 
in communities. Thus the church should recognise that it is one of many participants, 
that it has some answers but not all, and that it needs to allow space to work 
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